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Preface 


The research presented in this book was first undertaken as 
part of a group project on tolerance and intolerance in 
human societies, for which | was asked to prepare a paper on 
the Islamic world. | began by examining this topic in 
conventional terms and collected data on the relations 
between different religions-that is, in the sense in which the 
words "tolerance" and "intolerance" have in the past 
normally been used. At a certain point it occurred to me that 
such an enquiry need no longer be bound by the habits and 
concerns of a previous generation, concerns which have lost 
their sharpness for many of us at the present time, at least in 
the Western world. But if these concerns have diminished or 
disappeared, they have been replaced by others no less 
acute. In the present climate of opinion what matters most in 
this respect is not creed, or even class, but race. This is seen 
as the ultimate basis of identity and of difference; and it is in 
this area that, in much of the world, the crucial test of 
tolerance or intolerance is now applied. | therefore turned to 
this problem and, in the course of my work, began to 
examine certain assumptions hitherto unquestioningly 
accepted by Western as well as Islamic scholars. 


The group project on tolerance and intolerance was never 
completed. The material on Islam, however, aroused some 
interest, and | was stimulated to pursue it further by an 
Invitation to lecture on the subject at a combined meeting of 
the three institutes of Anthropology, International Affairs, 
and Race Relations in London. The lecture was delivered in 
December 1969 and published in a slightly expanded form in 
the London monthly Encounter in August 1970. This was, in 
turn, further expanded and published as a small book in New 
York in 1971, entitled Race and Color in Islamn. 


The publication of a French translation in Paris in 1982 
gave me the opportunity to make a number of substantial 
changes. In addition to correcting some errors, | added new 
documentation and discussed some further topics not 
touched upon in the earlier versions. | also appended a 
selection of relevant original sources, most of them 
translated from Arabic. 


The study of race led inevitably, in the Islamic world as 
elsewhere, to the problem of slavery, by which both race 
relations and racial attitudes were profoundly affected. In 
preparing my successive earlier treatments of this topic, | 
was obliged to devote increasing attention to this aspect and 
to examine it in a Middle Eastern rather than in an Islamic 
context. In embarking, after an interval of years, on a new 
exploration of the theme, | decided to give the institution of 
slavery a more central position. 


This immediately raised serious difficulties. One of them is 
the remarkable dearth of scholarly work on the subject. The 
bibliography of studies on slavery in the Greek and Roman 
worlds, or in the Americas, runs to thousands of items. Even 
for medieval Western Europe, where slavery was of relatively 
minor importance, European scholars have produced a 
significant literature of research and exposition. For the 
central Islamic lands, despite the subject's importance in 
virtually every area and period, a list of serious scholarly 
monographs on slavery-in law, in doctrine, or in practice- 
could be printed on a single page. The documentation for a 
study on Islamic slavery is almost endless; its exploration has 
barely begun. 


Perhaps the main reason for the lack of scholarly research 
on Islamic slavery is the extreme sensitivity of the subject. 
This makes it difficult, and sometimes professionally 
hazardous, for a young scholar to turn his attention in this 


direction. In time, we may hope, it will be possible for Muslim 
scholars to examine and discuss Islamic slavery as freely and 
as openly as European and American scholars have, with the 
cooperation of scholars from other countries, been willing to 
discuss this unhappy chapter in their own past. But that time 
Is not yet; meanwhile, Islamic slavery remains both an 
obscure and a highly sensitive topic, the mere mention of 
which is often seen as a sign of hostile intentions. Sometimes 
indeed it is, but it need not and should not be so, and the 
imposition of taboos on topics of historical research can only 
impede and delay a better and more accurate understanding. 
In this little hook, | have tried to deal fairly and objectively 
with a subject of great historical and comparative importance 
and to do so without recourse to either polemics or 
apologetics. 


The present volume incorporates most of what was said in 
my early treatments. This has, however, been extensively 
revised, expanded, and recast, and a considerable body of 
new material added, including several new chapters, making 
it a new book dealing with a related but different topic. | 
have also added a documentary appendix, translated, where 
necessary, from the original languages. Some of the 
documents included in the French edition have been 
omitted, as they are already available elsewhere in English in 
print. Others have been added, including several translated 
for this purpose. 


There remains the pleasant task of thanking those who 
have, in various ways, contributed to the completion of this 
book. My thanks are due to the authorities of the Public 
Record Office, the India Office Records, and the British 
Library in London; the Topkapi Saray Museum in Istanbul; the 
Bibliotheque Nationale in Paris; and Mr. Arthur A. Houghton, 
for permission to reproduce documents and pictures in their 
possession. Crown copyright mate rial in the Public Record 


Office and the India Office Records is reproduced by 
permission of the Controller of Her Majesty's Stationery 
Office. 


| am indebted to David Goldenberg, John B. Kelly, Hava 
Lazarus-Yafeh, and Michel Le Gall for suggestions and help of 
various kinds. Above all, | would like to record my profound 
gratitude and appreciation to my assistant Leigh Faden, for 
her untiring and highly effective work in the preparation and 
numerous revisions of my text, to my research assistant 
Jonathan Berkey, whose scholarly knowledge and unstinting 
efforts in many ways lightened the labor of both research and 
writing and improved the quality of the results, and to both 
of them for preparing the index. Whatever faults and errors 
remain are entirely my own. 


Princeton, N.J. B. L. 


August 1989 
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Race and Slavery in the Middle East 


Slavery 


In 1842 the British Consul General in Morocco, as part of his 
government's worldwide endeavor to bring about the 
abolition of slavery or at least the curtailment of the slave 
trade, made representations to the sultan of that country 
asking him what measures, if any, he had taken to 
accomplish this desirable objective. The sultan replied, in a 
letter expressing evident astonishment, that "the traffic in 
Slaves is a matter on which all sects and nations have 
agreed from the time of the sons of Adam... up to this day." 
The sultan continued that he was "not aware of its being 
prohibited by the laws of any sect, and no one need ask this 
question, the same being manifest to both high and low and 
requires no more demonstration than the light of day." 


The sultan was only slightly out of date concerning the 
enactment of laws to abolish or limit the slave trade, and he 
was sadly right in his general historic perspective. The 
institution of slavery had indeed been practiced from time 
immemorial. It existed in all the ancient civilizations of Asia, 
Africa, Europe, and pre-Columbian America. It had been 
accepted and even endorsed by Judaism, Christianity, and 
Islam, as well as other religions of the world. 


In the ancient Middle East, as elsewhere, slavery is 
attested from the very earliest written records, among the 
Sumerians, the Babylonians, the Egyptians, and other 
ancient peoples.” The earliest slaves, it would seem, were 
captives taken in warfare. Their numbers were augmented 
from other sources of supply. In pre-classical antiquity, most 
slaves appear to have been the property of kings, priests, 
and temples, and only a relatively small proportion were in 
private possession. They were employed to till the fields and 
tend the flocks of their royal and priestly masters but 


otherwise seem to have played little role in economic 
production, which was mostly left to small farmers, tenants, 
and sharecroppers and to artisans and journeymen. The 
Slave popula tion was also recruited by the sale, 
abandonment, or kidnapping of small children. Free persons 
could sell themselves or, more frequently, their offspring 
into slavery. They could be enslaved for insolvency, as could 
be the persons offered by them as pledges. In some systems, 
notably that of Rome,.' free persons could also be enslaved 
for a variety of offenses against the law. 


Both the Old and New Testaments recognize and accept 
the institution of slavery. Both from time to time insist on the 
basic humanity of the slave, and the consequent need to 
treat him humanely. The Jews are frequently reminded, in 
both Bible and Talmud.' that they too were slaves in Egypt 
and should therefore treat their slaves decently. Psalm 123, 
which compares the worshipper's appeal to God for mercy 
with the slave's appeal to his master, is cited to enjoin 
slaveowners to treat their slaves with compassion.5 A verse 
in the book of Job has even been interpreted as an argument 
against slavery as such: "Did not He that made me in the 
womb make him [the slave]? And did not One fashion us 
both?" Job 31:15). This probably means no more, however, 
than that the slave is a fellow human being and not it mere 
chattel.’ The same is true of the much-quoted passage in the 
New Testament, that "there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is 
neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female; for 
ye are all one in Christ Jesus."' These and similar verses were 
not understood to mean that ethnic, social, and gender 
differences were unimportant or should be abolished, only 
that they conferred no religious privilege. From many 
allusions, it is clear that slavery is accepted in the New 
Testament as a fact of life." Some passages in the Pauline 
Epistles even endorse it. Thus in the Epistle to Philemon, a 
runaway Slave is returned to his master; in Ephesians 6, the 


duty owed by a slave to his master is compared with the 
duty owed by a child to his parent, and the slave is enjoined 
"to he obedient to them that are your masters, according to 
the flesh, in fear and trembling, in singleness of your heart, 
as unto Christ." Parents and masters are likewise enjoined to 
show consideration for their children and _ slaves.' All 
humans, of the true faith, were equal in the eyes of God and 
in the afterlife but not necessarily in the laws of man and in 
this world. Those not of the true faith-whichever it was-were 
in another, and in most respects an inferior, category. In this 
respect, the Greek perception of the barbarian and the 
Judeo-Christian-Islamic perception of the  unbeliever 
coincide. 


There appear indeed to have been some who opposed 
slavery, uSually as it was practiced but sometimes even as 
such. In the Greco-Roman world, both the Cynics and the 
Stoics are said to have rejected slavery as contrary to 
justice, some basing their opposition on the unity of the 
human race, and the Roman jurists even held that slavery 
was contrary to nature and maintained only by "human" law. 
There is no evidence that either jurists or philosophers 
sought its abolition, and even their theoretical opposition 
has been questioned. Much of it was concerned with moral 
and spiritual themes-the true freedom of the good man, 
even when enslaved, and the enslavement of the evil 
freeman to his passions. These ideas, which recur in Jewish 
and Christian writings, were of little help to those who 
suffered the reality of slavery."' Philo, the Alexandrian Jewish 
philosopher, claims that a Jewish sect actually renounced 
Slavery in practice. In a somewhat idealized account of the 
Essenes, he observes that they practiced a form of primitive 
communism, sharing homes and property and pooling their 
earnings. Furthermore, 


not a single slave is to be found among them, but all are 
free, exchanging services with each other, and they 
denounce the owners of slaves, not merely for their 
injustice in outraging the law of equality, but also for 
their impiety in annulling the statute of Nature, who 
mother-like bore and reared all men alike, and created 
them genuine brothers, not in mere name, but in very 
reality, though this kinship has been put to confusion 
by the triumph of malignant covetousness, which has 
wrought estrangement instead of affinity and enmity 
instead of friendship." 


This view, if it was indeed held and put into practice, was 
unique in the ancient Middle East. Jews, Christians, and 
pagans alike owned slaves and exercised the rights and 
powers accorded to them by their various religious laws. In 
all communities, there were men of compassion who urged 
slaveowners to treat their slaves humanely, and there was 
even some attempt to secure this by law. But the institution 
of slavery as such was not seriously questioned, and was 
indeed often defended in terms of either Natural Law or 
Divine Dispensation. Thus Aristotle defends the condition of 
Slavery and even the forcible enslavement of those who are 
"by nature slaves, for whom to be governed by this kind of 
authority is beneficial";'' other Greek philosophers express 
similar ideas, particularly about enslaved captives from 
conquered peoples." For such, slavery is not only right; it is 
also to their advantage. 


The ancient Israelites did not claim that slavery was 
beneficial to the slaves, but, like the ancient Greeks, they 
felt the need to explain and justify the enslavement of their 
neighbors. In this, as in other matters, they sought a 
religious rather than a philosophical sanction and found it in 
the biblical story of the curse of Ham. Significantly, this 
curse was restricted to one line only of the descendants of 


Ham, namely, the children of Canaan, whom the Israelites 
had subjugated when they conquered the Promised Land, 
and did not affect the others.14 


The Qur'an, like the Old and the New Testaments, assumes 
the existence of slavery. It regulates the practice of the 
institution and thus implicitly accepts it. The Prophet 
Muhammad and those of his Companions who could afford it 
themselves owned slaves; some of them acquired more by 
conquest." 


But Qur'anic legislation, subsequently confirmed and 
elaborated in the Holy Law,16 brought two major changes to 
ancient slavery which were to have far-reaching effects. One 
of these was the presumption of freedom; the other, the ban 
on the enslavement of free persons except in strictly defined 
circumstances. 


The Qur'an was promulgated in Mecca and Medina in the 
seventh century, and the background against which 
Qur'anic legislation must he seen is ancient Arabia. The 
Arabs practiced a form of slavery, similar to that which 
existed in other parts of the ancient world. The Qur'an 
accepts the institution, though it may be noted that the 
word ‘abd (slave) is rarely used, being more commonly 
replaced by some _ periphrasis such as ma_ malakat 
aymanukum, "that which your right hands own." The Qur'an 
recognizes the basic inequality between master and slave 
and the rights of the former over the latter (XVI:71; XXX:28). 
It also recognizes concubinage (IV:3; XXIIl:6; XXXII1:50-52; 
LXX:30). It urges, without actually commanding, kindness to 
the slave (IV:36; IX:60; XXIV:58) and recommends, without 
requiring, his liberation by purchase or manumission. The 
freeing of slaves is recommended both for the expiation of 
sins (IV:92; V:92; LVIII:3) and as an act of simple 
benevolence (11: 177; XXIV:33; XC:13). It exhorts masters to 


allow slaves to earn or purchase their own freedom. An 
important change from pagan, though not from Jewish or 
Christian, practices is that in the strictly religious sense, the 
believing slave is now the brother of the freeman in Islam 
and before God, and the superior of the free pagan or 
idolator (11:221). 17 This point is emphasized and 
elaborated in innumerable hadiths (traditions), in which the 
Prophet is quoted as urging considerate and sometimes 
even equal treatment for slaves, denouncing cruelty, 
harshness, or even discourtesy, recommending the 
liberation of slaves, and reminding the Muslims that his 
apostolate was to free and slave alike." 


Though slavery was maintained, the Islamic dispensation 
enormously improved the position of the Arabian slave, who 
was now no longer merely a chattel but was also a human 
being with a certain religious and hence a social status and 
with certain quasi-legal rights. The early caliphs who ruled 
the Islamic community after the death of the Prophet also 
introduced some further reforms of a humanitarian 
tendency. The enslavement of free Muslims was soon 
discouraged and eventually prohibited. It was made 
unlawful for a freeman to sell himself or his children into 
slavery, and it was no longer permitted for freemen to be 
enslaved for either debt or crime, aS was usual in the Roman 
world and, despite attempts at reform, in parts of Christian 
Europe until at least the sixteenth century. It became a 
fundamental principle of Islamic jurisprudence that the 
natural condition, and therefore the presumed status, of 
mankind was freedom, just as the basic rule concerning 
actions is permittedness: what is not expressly forbidden is 
permitted; whoever is not known to be a Slave is free.'9 This 
rule was not always strictly observed. Rebels and heretics 
were sometimes denounced as infidels or, worse, apostates, 
and reduced to slavery, as were the victims of some Muslim 
rulers in Africa, who proclaimed jihad against their 


neighbors, without looking closely at their religious beliefs, 
so as to provide legal cover for their enslavement. But by 
and large, and certainly in the central lands of Islam, under 
regimes of high civilization, the rule was honored, and free 
subjects of the state, Muslim and non-Muslim alike, were 
protected from unlawful enslavement. 


Since all human beings were naturally free, slavery could 
only arise from two circumstances: (1) being born to slave 
parents or (2) being captured in war. The latter was soon 
restricted to infidels captured in a jihad. 


These reforms seriously limited the supply of new slaves. 
Abandoned and unclaimed children could no longer be 
adopted as slaves, aS was a common practice in antiquity,'" 
and free persons could no longer be enslaved. Under Islamic 
law, the slave population could only be recruited, in addition 
to birth and capture, by importation, the last either by 
purchase or in the form of tribute from beyond the Islamic 
frontiers. In the early days of rapid conquest and expansion, 
the holy war brought a plentiful supply of new slaves, but as 
the frontiers were gradually stabilized, this supply dwindled 
to a mere trickle. Most wars were now conducted against 
organized armies, like those of the Byzantines or other 
Christian states, and with them prisoners of war were 
commonly ransomed or exchanged." Within the Islamic 
frontiers, Islam spread rapidly among the populations of the 
newly acquired territories, and even those who remained 
faithful to their old religions and lived as protected persons 
(dhimmis) under Muslim rule could not, if free, be legally 
enslaved unless they had violated the terms of the dhimma, 
the contract governing their status, as for example by 
rebelling against Muslim rule or helping the enemies of the 
Muslim state or, according to some _ authorities, by 
withholding payment of the Kharaj or the Jizya, the taxes 
due from dhimmis to the Muslim state. 


In the Islamic empire, the humanitarian tendency of the 
Qur'an and the early caliphs was to some. extent 
counteracted by other influences. Notable among these was 
the practice of the various conquered peoples and countries 
which the Muslims encountered after their expansion, 
especially in provinces previously under Roman law. This 
law, even in its Christianized form, was still very harsh in its 
treatment of slaves. Perhaps equally important was the huge 
increase in the slave population resulting first from the 
conquests themselves, and then from the organization of a 
great network of importation. These led to a fall in the cash 
value and hence the human value of slaves, and to a 
general adoption of a harsher tone and severer rules. But 
even after this stiffening of attitudes and laws, Islamic 
practice still represented a vast improvement on that 
inherited from antiquity, from Rome, and from Byzantium. 


Slaves were excluded from religious functions or from any 
office involving jurisdiction over others. Their testimony was 
not admitted at judicial proceedings. In penal law, the 
penalty for an offense against a person, a fine or bloodwit, 
was, for a slave, half of that for a freeman. While 
maltreatment was deplored, there was no fixed shad a 
penalty. In what might be called civil matters, the slave was 
a chattel with no legal powers or rights whatsoever. He could 
not enter into a contract, hold property, or inherit. If he 
incurred a fine, his owner was responsible. He was, however, 
distinctly better off, in the matter of rights, than a Greek or 
Roman slave, since Islamic jurists, and not only philosophers 
and moralists, took account of humanitarian considerations. 
They laid down, for example, that a master must give his 
slave medical attention when required, must give him 
adequate upkeep, and must support him in his old age. If a 
master defaulted on these and other obligations to his slave, 
the qadi could compel him to fulfill them or else either to 
sell or to emancipate the slave. The master was forbidden to 


overwork his slave, and if he did so to the point of cruelty, 
he was liable to a penalty which was, however, discretionary 
and not prescribed by law. A slave could enter into a 
contract to earn his freedom, in which case his master had 
no obligation to pay for his upkeep. While in theory the 
slave could not own property,. he could be granted certain 
rights of ownership for which he paid a fixed sum to his 
master. 


A slave could marry, but only by consent of the master. 
Theoretically, a male slave could marry a free woman, but 
this was discouraged and in practice prohibited. A master 
could not marry his own slave woman unless he first freed 
her. 


Islamic law provides a number of ways in which a slave 
could be set free. One was manumission, accomplished by a 
formal declaration on the part of the master and recorded in 
a certificate which was given to the liberated slave."’ The 
manumission of a slave included the offspring of that slave, 
and the jurists specify that if there is any uncertainty about 
an act of manumission, the slave has the benefit of the 
doubt. Another method is a written agreement by which the 
master grants liberty in return for a fixed sum. Once such an 
agreement has been concluded, the master no longer has 
the right to dispose of his slave, whether by sale or gift. The 
Slave is still subject to certain legal disabilities, but in most 
respects is virtually free. Such an agreement, once entered 
into, may be terminated by the slave but not by the master. 
Children born to the slave after the entry into force of the 
contract are born free. The master may bind himself to 
liberate a slave at some specified future time. He may also 
bind his heirs to liberate a slave after his death. The law 
schools differ somewhat on the rules regarding this kind of 
liberation. 


In addition to all these, which depend on the will of the 
master, there are various legal causes which may lead to 
liberation, independently of the will of the master. The 
commonest is a legal judgment by a qadi ordering a master 
to emancipate a slave whom he has maltreated. A special 
case is that of the umm walad, a slave woman who bears a 
son to her master, and thereby acquires certain irrevocable 
legal rights. °' 


Non-Muslim subjects of the Muslim state, that is, dhimmis, 
were in practice allowed to own slaves; and Christian and 
Jewish families who could afford it owned and employed 
Slaves in the same way as their Muslim counterparts. They 
were not permitted to own Muslim slaves; and if a slave 
owned by a dhimmi embraced Islam, his owner was legally 
obliged to free or sell him. Jews and Christians were of 
course not permitted to have Muslim concubines, and were 
indeed usually debarred by their own religious authorities- 
not always effectively-from sexual access to their slaves.21 
Jewish slaves, acquired through privateering in the 
Mediterranean and slave raiding in Eastern Europe, were 
often redeemed and set free by their local co-religionists.' 
The vastly more numerous Christian slaves-apart from West 
Europeans, whose ransoms could be arranged from home- 
were for the most part doomed to remain. Sometimes, 
Christian and Jewish slaveowners tried to convert their 
domestic slaves to their own religions. Jews were indeed 
required by rabbinic law to try to persuade their slaves to 
accept conversion with circumcision and ritual immersion. A 
form of semi-conversion, whereby the slave accepted some 
basic commandments and observances, but not the full rigor 
of the Mosaic law, was widely practiced. According to Jewish 
law, a converted or even semi-converted slave could not be 
sold to a Gentile. If the owner in fact so sold him or her, the 
slave was to be set free. Conversely, a slave who refused 
even semi-conversion was, after a stipulated interval of time, 


to be sold to a Gentile.26 Muslim authorities, both jurists 
and rulers, took different views of this. Conversion from 
Islam was of course a capital offense, and some jurists held 
that only conversion to Islam was lawful. Others, however, 
Saw no objection to conversion between non-Muslim 
religions, provided that the converted slaves had reached 
the age of reason and changed their religion of their own 
free will.27 


Though a free Muslim could not be enslaved, conversion 
to Islam by a non-Muslim slave did not require his liberation. 
His slave status was not affected by his Islam, nor was that 
of a Muslim child born to slave parents. 


There were occasional slave rebellions and, from the rules 
and regulations about runaway slaves, it would appear that 
such escapes were not infrequent. Slaves from neighboring 
countries might have some chance of returning to their 
homes, and examples are known of European slaves in the 
Ottoman lands escaping to Europe, where some indeed 
wrote memoirs or accounts of their captivity.2' The chances 
of a slave from the steppe-lands or from Africa finding his 
way back were remote. 


As we have seen, the slave population was recruited in 
four main ways: by capture, tribute, offspring, and purchase. 


Capture: In the early centuries of Islam, during the period 
of the conquest and expansion, this was the most important 
source.29 With the stabilization of the frontier, the numbers 
recruited in this way diminished, and eventually provided 
only a very small proportion of slave requirements. Frontier 
warfare and naval raiding yielded some captives, but these 
were relatively few and were usually exchanged. In later 
centuries, warfare in Africa or India supplied some slaves by 
capture. With the spread of Islam, and the acceptance of 


dhimmi status by increasing numbers of non-Muslims, the 
possibilities for recruitment by capture were severely 
restricted. 


Tribute: Slaves sometimes formed part of the tribute 
required from vassal states beyond the Islamic frontiers. The 
first such treaty ever made, that of the year 31 of the Hijra 
(= 652 A.D.), with the black king of Nubia. included an 
annual levy of slaves to be provided from Nubia.3 This may 
indeed have been the reason why Nubia was for a long time 
not conquered. The stipulated delivery of some hundreds of 
male and female slaves, later supplemented by elephants, 
giraffes, and other wild beasts, continued at least until the 
twelfth century, when it was disrupted by a series of bitter 
wars between the Muslim rulers of Egypt and the Christian 
kings of Nubia." Similar agreements, providing for the 
delivery of a tribute of slaves, were imposed by the early 
Arab conquerors on neighboring princes in Iran and Central 
Asia, but were of briefer duration. 32 


Offspring: The recruitment of the slave population by 
natural increase seems to have been small and, right 
through to modern times, insufficient to maintain numbers. 
This is in striking contrast with conditions in the New World, 
where the slave population increased very rapidly. Several 
factors contributed to this difference, perhaps the most 
important being that the slave population in the Islamic 
Middle East was constantly drained by the liberation of 
Slaves-sometimes as an act of piety, most commonly 
through the recognition and liberation, by a freeman, of his 
own offspring by a slave mother. There were also other 
reasons for the low natural increase of the slave population 
in the Islamic world. They include 


1. Castration. A fair proportion of male slaves were 
imported as eunuchs and thus precluded from having 


offspring. Among these were many who otherwise, by 
the wealth and power which they acquired, might 
have founded families. 


2. Another group of slaves who rose to positions of 
great power, the military slaves, were normally 
liberated at some stage in their career, and their 
offspring were therefore free and not slaves. 


3. In general, only the lower orders of slaves-menial, 
domestic, and manual workers-remained in the 
condition of servitude and transmitted that condition 
to their descendants. There were not many such 
descendants-casual mating was not permitted and 
marriage was not encouraged. 


4. There was a high death toll among all classes of 
Slaves, including great military commanders as well 
as humble menials. Slaves came mainly from remote 
places, and, lacking immunities, died in large 
numbers from endemic as well as epidemic diseases. 
As late as the nineteenth century, Western travelers 
in North Africa and Egypt noted the high death rate 
among imported black slaves.33 


Purchase: This came to be by far the most important 
means for the legal acquisition of new slaves. Slaves were 
purchased on the frontiers of the Islamic world and then 
imported to the major centers, where there were slave 
markets from which they were widely distributed. In one of 
the sad paradoxes of human history, it was the humanitarian 
reforms brought by Islam that resulted in a_ vast 
development of the slave trade inside, and _ still more 
outside, the Islamic empire. In the Roman world, the slave 
population was occasionally recruited from outside, when a 
new territory was conquered or a barbarian invasion 


repelled, but mostly, slaves came from internal sources. This 
was not possible in the Islamic empire, where, although 
slavery was maintained, enslavement was banned. The 
result was an increasingly massive importation of slaves 
from the outside. Like enslavement, mutilation was 
forbidden by Islamic law. The great numbers of eunuchs 
needed to preserve the sanctity of palaces, homes, and 
some holy places had to be imported from outside or, as 
often happened, "manufactured" at the frontier. In medieval 
and Ottoman times the two main sources of eunuchs were 
Slavs and Ethiopians (Habash, it term which commonly 
included all the peoples of the Horn of Africa). Eunuchs were 
also recruited among Greeks (Rum), West Africans (Takruri, 
pl. Takarina), Indians, and occasionally West Europeans.34 


The slave population of the Islamic world was recruited 
from many lands. In the earliest days, slaves came 
principally from the newly conquered countries-from the 
Fertile Crescent and Egypt, from Iran and North Africa, from 
Central Asia, India, and Spain. Mostof these slaves had a 
cultural level at least as high as that of their Arab masters, 
and by conversion and manumission they were rapidly 
absorbed into the general population. As the supply of 
slaves by conquest and capture diminished, the needs of the 
slave market were met, more and more, by importation from 
beyond the frontier. Small numbers of slaves were brought 
from India, China, Southeast Asia, and the Byzantine 
Empire, most of them specialists and technicians of one kind 
or another. The vast majority of unskilled slaves, however, 
came from the lands immediately north and south of the 
Islamic world-whites from Europe and the Eurasian steppes, 
blacks from Africa south of the Sahara. Among white 
Europeans and black Africans alike, there was no lack of 
enterprising merchants and middlemen, eager to share in 
this profitable trade, who were willing to capture or kidnap 
their neighbors and deliver them, as slaves, to a ready and 


expanding market. In Europe there was also an important 
trade in slaves, Muslim, Jewish, pagan, and even Orthodox 
Christian, recruited by capture and bought for mainly 
domestic use.35 


Central and East European slaves, generally known as 
Saqaliba (i.e., Slavs)," were imported by three main routes: 
overland via France and Spain, from Eastern Europe via the 
Crimea, and by sea across the Mediterranean. They were 
mostly but not exclusively Slavs. Some were captured by 
Muslim naval raids on European coasts, particularly the 
Dalmatian. Most were supplied by European, especially 
Venetian, slave merchants, who delivered cargoes of them to 
the Muslim markets in Spain and North Africa. The Sagaliba 
were prominent in Muslim Spain and to a lesser extent in 
North Africa but played a minor role in the East. With the 
consolidation of powerful states in Christian Europe, the 
supply of West European slaves dried up and was 
maintained only by privateering and coastal raiding from 
North Africa. 


Black slaves were brought into the Islamic world by a 
number of routesfrom West Africa across the Sahara to 
Morocco and Tunisia, from Chad across the desert to Libya, 
from East Africa down the Nile to Egypt, and across the Red 
Sea and Indian Ocean to Arabia and the Persian Gulf. Turkish 
Slaves from the steppe-lands were marketed in Samarkand 
and other Muslim Central Asian cities and from there 
exported to Iran, the Fertile Crescent, and beyond. 
Caucasians, of increasing importance in the later centuries, 
were brought from the land bridge between the Black Sea 
and the Caspian and were marketed mainly in Aleppo and 
Mosul. 


By Ottoman times, the first for which we have extensive 
documentation, the pattern of importation had changed.;' At 


first, the expanding Ottoman Empire, like the expanding 
Arab Empire of earlier times, recruited its slaves by conquest 
and capture, and great numbers of Balkan Christians were 
forcibly brought into Ottoman service. The distinctively 
Ottoman institution of the dev~irme, the levy of boys from 
the Christian village population, made it possible, contrary 
to previous Islamic law and practice, to recruit slaves from 
the subject peoples of the conquered provinces.3 The 
devlirme slaves were not servants or menials, however, but 
were groomed for the service of the state in military and civil 
Capacities. For a long time, most of the grand viziers and 
military commanders of the Ottoman forces were recruited in 
this way. In the early seventeenth century, the devsirme was 
abandoned; by the end of the seventeenth century, the 
Ottoman advance into Europe had been decisively halted 
and reversed. Sea raiders operating out of North African 
ports continued to bring European captives, but these did 
not significantly add to the slave populations. Pretty girls 
disappeared into the harem; men often had the choice of 
being ransomed or joining their captors-a choice of which 
many availed themselves. The less fortunate, like the Muslim 
captives who fell to the European maritime powers, served 
in the galleys." 


The slave needs of the Ottoman Empire were now met 
from new sources. One of these was the Caucasians-the 
Georgians, Circassians, and related peoples, famous for 
providing beautiful women and brave and handsome men. 
The former figured prominently in the harems, the latter in 
the armies and administrations of the Ottoman and also the 
Persian states. The supply of these was reduced but not 
terminated by the Russian conquest of the Caucasus in the 
early years of the nineteenth century. Another source of 
supply was the Tatar khanate of the Crimea, whose raiders 
every year rode far and wide in Central and Eastern Europe, 
carrying off great numbers of male and female slaves. These 


were brought to the Crimea and shipped thence to the slave 
markets in Istanbul and other Turkish cities. This trade came 
to an end with the Russian annexation of the Crimea in 1783 
and the extinction of 411 Tatar independence. 


Deprived of most of their sources of white slaves, the 
Ottomans turned more and more to Africa, which in the 
course of the nineteenth century came to provide the 
overwhelming majority of slaves used in Muslim countries 
from Morocco to Asia. According to a German _ report 
published in 1860, 


the black slaves, at that time, were recruited mainly by 
raiding and kidnapping from Sennaar, Kordofan, Darfur, 
Nubia, and other places in inner Africa; the white mostly 
through voluntary sale on the part of their relatives in 
the independent lands of the Caucasus (Lesghi, 
Daghestani, and Georgian women, rarely men). Those 
offered for sale were already previously of servile status 
or were Slave children by birth." 


The need, from early medieval times onward, to import 
large and growing numbers of slaves led to a rapid increase, 
in all the lands beyond the frontiers of the Islamic world, of 
both slave raiding and slave trading-the one to procure and 
maintain an adequate supply of the required commodity, 
the other to ensure its efficient distribution and delivery. In 
the ancient world, where most slaves other than war 
captives were of local provenance, slave trading was a 
simple and mostly local affair, often combined with other 
articles of commerce. In the Islamic world, where slaves were 
transported over great distances from their places of origin, 
the slave trade was more complex and more specialized, 
with a network of trade routes and markets extending all 
over the Islamic world and far beyond its frontiers and 
involving commercial relations with suppliers in Christian 


Europe, in the Turkish steppe-lands, and in black Africa. In 
every important city there was a slave market, usually called 
Sug al-Ragig. When new supplies were brought, government 
inspectors usually took the first choice, then officials, then 
private persons. It would seem that slaves were not normally 
sold in open markets but in decently covered places-a 
practice which continued in some areas to the nineteenth, ~ 
in others till the twentieth, century.a> 


There is a fair amount of information on slave prices, most 
of it too heterogeneous in date and provenance to provide 
more than a general impression. The best-documented data 
come from medieval Egypt and show aé= remarkable 
consistency in price levels. Slave girls averaged twenty 
dinars (gold pieces), corresponding, at the rate of gold to 
silver current at that time, to 266 dirhams (silver pieces). 
Other medieval data show somewhat higher prices. Black 
slaves seem to have cost from two to three hundred 
dirhams; black eunuchs, at least two or three times as much. 
Female black slaves were sold at five hundred dirhams or so; 
trained singing girls or other performers, at ten or even 
twenty thousand. White slaves, mainly for military purposes, 
were more expensive. Prices of three hundred dirhams are 
quoted for Turks near the source in Central Asia, and much 
higher prices elsewhere. In Baghdad they fetched four to 
five hundred dirhams, while a white slave girl could be sold 
for a thousand dinars or more.43 The mid-nineteenth- 
century German report from Turkey quotes prices of four 
thousand to five thousand piasters, or two hundred to three 
hundred dollars, as the current price in Istanbul for a 
"trained, strong, black slave," while "for white slave girls of 
special beauty, fifty thousand piasters and more are paid.i44 
In general, eunuchs fetched higher prices than other males, 
younger slaves were worth more than older slaves, and slave 
women, whether for work or pleasure, were more expensive 
than males. Olufr Eigilsson, an Icelandic Lutheran pastor 


who was carried off to captivity with his family and many of 
his flock when his native village was raided by Barbary 
Corsairs in 1627 and who wrote an account of his 
adventures, notes that his young maidservant was sold for 
seven hundred dollars 4° and later resold for a thousand. 


Slaves were employed in a number of functions-in the 
home and the shop, in agriculture and industry, in the 
military, as well as in specialized tasks. The Islamic world did 
not operate on a slave system of production, as is said of 
classical antiquity, but slavery was not entirely domestic 
either. Slave laborers of various kinds were of some 
importance in medieval times, especially where large-scale 
enterprises were involved, and they continued to be into the 
nineteenth century. The most important slaves, however, 
those of whom we have the fullest information, were 
domestic and commercial, and it is they who were the 
characteristic slaves of the Muslim world. They seem to have 
been mainly blacks, with some Indians, and some whites. In 
later times, for which we have more detailed evidence, it 
would seem that while the slaves often suffered appalling 
privations from the moment of their capture until their 
arrival at their final destination, once they were placed with 
a family they were reasonably well treated and accepted in 
some degree as members of the household. In commerce, 
slaves were often apprenticed to their masters, sometimes 
as assistants, sometimes advancing to become agents or 
even business partners. 


The slave and also the liberated ex-slave played an 
important part in domestic life. Eunuchs were required for 
the protection and maintenance of harems, as confidential 
servants, as palace staff, and also as custodians of mosques, 
tombs, and other sacred places. Slave women were required 
mainly as concubines and as menials. A Muslim slaveowner 
was entitled by law to the sexual enjoyment of his slave 


women. While free women might own male slaves, they had 
of course no equivalent right. 


The economic exploitation of slaves, apart from some 
construction work, took place mainly in the countryside, 
away from the cities, and like almost everything else about 
rural life is sparsely documented. The medieval Islamic 
world was a civilization of cities. Both its law and its 
literature deal almost entirely with townspeople, their lives 
and problems, and remarkably little information has come 
down to us concerning life in the villages and the 
countryside. Sometimes a dramatic event like the revolt of 
the Zanj in southern Iraq or an occasional passing reference 
in travel literature sheds a sudden light on life in the 
countryside. Otherwise, we remain ignorant of what was 
happening outside the cities until the sixteenth century, 
when for the first time the surviving Ottoman archives make 
it possible to follow in some detail the life and activities of 
rural populations-and the exploration of this material has 
still barely begun. The common view of Islamic slavery as 
primarily domestic and military may therefore reflect the 
bias of our documentation rather than the reality. There are 
occasional references, however, to large gangs of slaves, 
mostly black, employed in agriculture, in the mines, and in 
such special tasks as the drainage of marshes. Some, less 
fortunate, were hired out by their owners for piecework. 
These working slaves had a much harder life. The most 
unfortunate of all were those engaged in agricultural and 
other manual work and large-scale enterprises, such as for 
example the Zanj slaves used to drain the salt flats of 
southern Irag, and the blacks employed in the salt mines of 
the Sahara and the gold mines of Nubia. These were herded 
in large settlements and worked in gangs. Large landowners, 
or crown lands, often employed thousands of such slaves. 
While domestic and commercial slaves were relatively well- 
off, these lived and died in wretchedness. Of the Saharan 


salt mines it is said that no slave lived there for more than 
five years. The cultivation of cotton and sugar, which the 
Arabs brought from the East across North Africa and into 
Spain, most probably entailed some kind of plantation 
system. Certainly, the earliest relevant Ottoman records 
show the extensive use of slave labor in the state- 
maintained rice plantations.41 Some such system, for 
cultivation of cotton and sugar, was taken across North 
Africa into Spain and perhaps beyond. While economic slave 
labor was mainly male, slave women were sometimes also 
exploited economically. The pre-Islamic practice of hiring out 
female slaves as prostitutes is expressly forbidden by Islamic 
law but appears to have survived nonetheless. 47 


The military slaves were in a sense the aristocrats of the 
slave population. By far the most important among these 
were the Turks imported from the Eurasian steppe, from 
Central Asia, and from what is now Chinese Turkistan. A 
similar position was occupied by Slavs in medieval Muslim 
Spain and North Africa and, later, by slaves of Balkan and 
Caucasian origin in the Ottoman Empire. Black slaves were 
occasionally employed as soldiers, but this was not common 
and was uSually of brief duration. 


Certainly the most privileged of slaves were the 
performers. Both slave boys and slave girls who revealed 
some _ talent received musical, literary, and _ artistic 
education. In medieval times most singers, dancers, and 
musical performers were, at least in origin, slaves. Perhaps 
the most famous was Ziryab, a Persian slave at the court of 
Baghdad who later went to Spain, where he became an 
arbiter of taste and is credited with having introduced 
asparagus to Europe. Not a few slaves and freedmen have 
left their names in Arabic poetry and history. 


In a society where positions of military command and 
political power were routinely held by men of slave origin or 
even status and where a significant proportion of the free 
population were born to slave mothers, prejudice against the 
slave as such, of the Roman or American type, could hardly 
develop. Where such prejudice and hostility appear-and 
they are often expressed in literature and other evidence- 
they must be attributed to racial more than to social 
distinction. The developing pattern of racial specialization in 
the use of slaves must surely have contributed greatly to the 
growth of such prejudice. 


Race 


During the last half century or so, the word "race," in most 
Western languages, has undergone substantial and 
significant changes of meaning. Much confusion and 
misunderstanding have been caused by the failure to 
recognize these changes, still more by the survival of earlier 
meanings when new ones have already been generally 
accepted. As late as the midcentury, the word "race" was 
still commonly used in Europe, and occasionally in the 
United States, to designate what we would nowadays call an 
ethnic group, that is to say, a group defined primarily by 
linguistic and other cultural, historical, and in some sense 
geographical criteria. In Britain the word was generally, even 
officially, used to designate the four components that made 
up the common British nationality.’ Similarly, India was 
inhabited by a great variety of socalled races, speaking 
different but closely related languages and sharing a 
common civilization. Sometimes, the term "race" was used 
in a broader and looser sense, to denote a group of peoples, 
speaking related languages. It was in this sense that 
philologists and ancient historians spoke of the Semites, the 
Indo-Europeans, and other linguistically defined families of 
peoples. 


As so often happens, social scientists took a word of 
common but imprecise usage and gave it a precise technical 
meaning. For the anthropologist, a race was a group of 
people sharing certain’ visible and measurable 
Characteristics, such as_ hair, pigmentation, — skull 
measurements, height, and other physical features. Races 
thus consisted of such categories as whites, blacks, Mongols, 
and the like. These might be sub-divided-thus, for example, 
whites could be classed as Nordic, Alpine, or Mediterranean. 
This kind of race, though obviously overlapping to some 


extent with ethnic groupings, was independent of ethnic 
features. Different races could share a culture. Different 
cultures could divide a race. By the strictly physical 
definition, even members of the same family, with different 
genes, could belong to different races. 


In current American usage, which has now spread to most 
other countries, the word "race" is used exclusively to 
denote such major divisions as white, black, Mongolian, and 
the like.’ It is no longer applied to national, ethnic, or 
cultural entities, such as the English or the Irish, the 
Germans or the Slavs, or even the Japanese, who are now 
seen as being part of a much larger racial grouping found in 
East Asia. 


In this modern sense, race was of minor importance in 
antiquity. Where modern scholarship has discerned racial 
tension and hostility, it has been in the earlier sense of race 
as an ethnic or national group, such as the Egyptians, the 
Assyrians, the Israelites, and others defined by language, 
culture, and religion. Though the ancient civilizations of the 
Middle East show considerable diversity, there is no great 
racial difference between their peoples. In friezes and other 
pictorial representations, aliens are distinguished by their 
garb, their hair, their beards, and their accoutrements, 
rather than by physical features. The nose alone-used rather 
in the manner of a modern cartoonist-seems to have 
provided the ancient artist with a physical symbol of 
national identity.. No doubt there were differences of 
predominant physical type between, say, Egyptians and 
Assyrians, but these were no greater than the differences 
between the different peoples of Europe. In anthropological 
terms, the major peoples of the Middle East who have left 
their mark in history-the Egyptians, the Sumerians and 
Akkadians, the Israelites, the Aramaeans, the Hittites, the 


Medes, and the Persians and even, later, the Greeks and the 
Romans-exhibited no marked contrasts of racial type. 


Like every other society known to human history, the 
ancient Middle Eastern peoples harbored all kinds of 
prejudices and hostilities against those whom they regarded 
as "other." But the "other" was primarily someone who spoke 
another language (the prototypal barbarian) or professed 
another religion (the Gentile or heathen or-in Christian and 
Islamic language-the infidel). There are many _ hostile 
references to the "others"-among Jews about Gentiles and 
heathens, among Greeks about barbarians, among Romans 
about almost everybody. It would be easy to assemble a fine 
collection of ethnic slurs from Greek and Latin literature-but 
they are ethnic, not racial, slurs. When Juvenal, irked by the 
Syrian presence in Rome, complains that the Orontes had 
overflowed into the Tiber or when Ammianus Marcellinus, 
who was himself a Syrian, said of the Saracens, meaning the 
Bedouin, that he did not find them desirable either as 
friends or as enemies, they were making cultural, not racial, 
statements.' This and other similar anti-Arab remarks, and 
the attitude which they express, did not prevent an Arab 
chieftain from becoming the Roman Emperor Philip or a 
Syrian local priest from becoming the Emperor Heliogabalus. 


Other races were of course known. The ancient Egyptians 
were closely acquainted with their black southern neighbors 
and sometimes portray them, in words or pictures, with 
characteristic Negroid features. But there is no evidence that 
they regarded them as inferior for that reason. The much- 
cited inscription of Pharaoh Sesostris Ill, in the nineteenth 
century B.C., barring, or rather restricting, access by blacks 
to Egyptian territory, is a normal security precaution on a 
vulnerable frontier, where many wars had been fought. It is 
no more a sign of racial prejudice than are numerous similar 
restrictions on numerous other frontiers.’ The Persians, 


Greeks, and later Romans had some occasional contacts with 
China, and rather more with Ethiopia, which was a known 
part of the civilized world even in biblical times. But these 
countries were very remote, and contacts with them were 
few. Ethiopia and China were both respected, and there is no 
real evidence in Jewish, Greek, or Roman sources of lower 
esteem for darker skins or higher esteem for lighter 
complexions.’ Nor were there slave races. Foreigners, 
especially if barbarians, were enslavable. The ancients, like 
the rest of humanity, believed foreigners to be inferior. 
Conquest confirmed that belief and, through the universal 
rule of enslaving the conquered, provided it with practical 
application. Classical writers, from Aristotle onward, stated 
the general principle that there are races suited by nature to 
Slavery, but although there are occasional references to this 
or that people as fitting this description, these are only 
passing examples of wit or spite, in no sense amounting to 
any kind of scientific or philosophical statement.’ 


The advent of Islam created an entirely new situation in 
race relations. All the ancient civilizations of the Middle East 
and of Asia had been local, or at most regional. Even the 
Roman Empire, despite its relatively larger extent, was 
essentially a Mediterranean society. Islam for the first time 
created a truly universal civilization, extending from 
Southern Europe to Central Africa, from the Atlantic Ocean 
to India and China. By conquest and by conversion, the 
Muslims brought within the bounds of a single imperial 
system and a common religious culture peoples as diverse 
as the Chinese, the Indians, the peoples of the Middle East 
and North Africa, black Africans, and white Europeans. Nor 
was this coming together of races limited to a single rule 
and a single faith. The Muslim obligation of pilgrimage, 
which requires that every adult Muslim, at least once in his 
lifetime, must go on a journey to the holy places in Mecca 
and Medina, brought travelers from the remotest corners of 


the Muslim world, covering vast distances, to join with their 
fellow believers in common rites and rituals at the very 
center of the Islamic faith and world. The pilgrimage, 
probably the most important factor of individual, personal 
mobility in pre-modern history, combined with the better- 
known forces of conquest, commerce, and concubinage to 
bring about a great meeting and mixing of peoples from 
Asia, Europe, and Africa. 


At different times and places, Muslims have responded to 
the challenge of racial encounter and cohabitation in a 
variety of ways. These responses are reflected, in sometimes 
striking contrast, in both old and recent literature. One view 
of Muslim racial attitudes, widely accepted in the modern 
West, is expressed in a famous passage in Arnold Toynbee's 
Study of History, documented, like so much in that massive 
work, with a personal experience: 


For instance, the Primitive Arabs who were the ruling 
element in the Umayyad Caliphate called themselves 
"the swarthy people," with a connotation of racial 
superiority, and their Persian and Turkish subjects "the 
ruddy people," with a connotation of racial inferiority: 
that is to say, they drew the same distinction that we 
draw between blondes and brunettes but reversed the 
values which we assign to the two shades of white. 
Gentlemen may prefer blondes; but brunettes are the 
first choice of Allah's "Chosen people." Moreover, the 
Arabs and all other White Muslims, whether brunettes 
or blondes, have always been free from colour-prejudice 
vis-a-vis the non-White races; and, at the present day, 
Muslims still make that dichotomy of the human family 
which Western Christians used to make in the Middle 
Ages. They divide Mankind into Believers and 
Unbelievers who are all potentially Believers; and this 
division cuts across every difference of Physical Race. 


This liberality is more remarkable in White Muslims 
today than it was in the White Western Christians in our 
Middle Ages; for our medieval forefathers had little or 
no contact with peoples of a different colour, whereas 
the White Muslims were in contact with the Negroes of 
Africa and with the dark-skinned peoples of India from 
the beginning and have increased that contact steadily, 
until nowadays Whites and Blacks are intermingled, 
under the aegis of Islam, throughout the length and 
breadth of the Indian and the African Continent. Under 
this searching test, the White Muslims have 
demonstrated their freedom and race-feeling by the 
most convincing of all proofs: they have given their 
daughters to black Muslims in marriage." 


The Arabs, that is to say, as swarthy whites, felt superior 
to the fairerskinned peoples to the north of them but were 
entirely free from any feeling of color prejudice directed 
against their darker southern neighbors. Prejudice against 
those of fairer skin, clearly, is felt to be no more than an 
amusing paradox. What counts is prejudice against those of 
darker skin, and since this is lacking, the Arabs and Islam 
may be pronounced free from infection. 


Similar views are expressed in a number of other writings, 
and date back, it would seem, to the nineteenth century, 
and more especially to the American Civil War, which 
brought the linked issues of race and slavery into sharp 
focus before world opinion. The freedom of the Islamic world- 
as opposed to Western Christendom-from racial prejudice 
and discrimination rapidly became commonplace. 


The Middle East is an ancient land of myths in which the 
mythopoeic faculty-the ability to create myths, to believe in 
them, and to make others believe-has by no means died out. 


It would be wise to subject any widely held assumption 
regarding this area to critical scrutiny. 


Even the reader whose acquaintance with Arabic 
literature goes no further than The Thousand and One 
Nights may feel some doubts about the validity of this 
picture of an interracial utopia. His doubts might begin at 
the very. beginning-with the framework story. King 
Shahzaman, it will be recalled, left home to visit his brother 
King Shahriyar but turned back to collect something which 
he had forgotten. Arriving unexpectedly at his palace at 
midnight, he found his wife sleeping in his bed and attended 
by a male black slave, who had fallen asleep by her side. 
The king, enraged by this sight, killed both offenders with 
his sword as they lay in bed and then resumed his journey to 
visit his brother. There the situation was even worse. While 
King Shahriyar went hunting, not only his wife but twenty 
female members of his household came out and were (to 
repeat the Victorian translator's discreet usage) "attended" 
by twenty male black slaves: 


The King's wife, who was distinguished by extraordinary 
beauty and elegance, accompanied them to a fountain, 
where they all disrobed themselves, and sat down 
together. The King's wife then called out, 0 Mes'ood! 
and immediately a black slave came to her, and 
embraced her, she doing the like. So also did the other 
slaves and women; and all of them continued revelling 
together until the close of the day.° 


King Shahzaman and King Shahriyar were clearly white 
supremacists, with sexual fantasies, or rather nightmares, of 
a sadly familiar quality. This resemblance in The Thousand 
and One Nights to certain aspects of the old American South 
is confirmed if we look more closely into that work. Blacks 
appear frequently in the stories that make up the Nights. 


Where they do, it is almost invariably in a menial role-as 
porters, household servants, slaves, cooks, bath attendants, 
and the like-rarely, if ever, rising above this level in society. 
Perhaps even more revealing in its way is the story of the 
good black slave who lived a life of virtue and piety, for 
which he was rewarded by turning white at the moment of 
his death.10 


We thus have two quite contradictory pictures before us- 
the first contained in the Study of History, the second 
reflected in that other great imaginative construction, The 
Thousand and One Nights. The one depicts a racially 
egalitarian society free from prejudice or discrimination; the 
other reveals a familiar pattern of sexual fantasy, social and 
occupational discrimination, and an unthinking 
identification of lighter with better and darker with worse. 


Both versions are impressively documented from Islamic 
sources. The cause of racial equality is sustained by the 
almost unanimous voice of Islamic religion-both the 
exhortations of piety and the injunctions of the law. And yet, 
at the same time, the picture of inequality and injustice is 
vividly reflected in the literature, the arts, and the folklore of 
the Muslim peoples. In this, as in so much else, there is a 
sharp contrast between what Islam says and what Muslims- 
or at least some Muslims-do. 


What, then, are the realities? There is a distinction which 
it is important to make in any discussion of Islam. The word 
"Islam" is used with at least three different meanings, and 
much misunderstanding can arise from the failure to 
distinguish between them. In the first place, Islam means 
the religion taught by the Prophet Muhammad and 
embodied in the Muslim revelation known as the Qur'an. In 
the second place, Islam is the subsequent development of 
this religion through tradition and through the work of the 


great Muslim jurists and theologians. In this sense it includes 
the mighty structure of the Shari'a, the holy law of Islam, 
and the great corpus of Islamic dogmatic theology. In the 
third meaning, Islam is the counterpart not of Christianity 
but rather of Christendom. In this sense Islam means not 
what Muslims believed or were expected to believe but what 
they actually did-in other words, Islamic civilization as 
known to us in history. In discussing Muslim attitudes on 
ethnicity, race, and color, | shall try to deal to some extent at 
least with all three but to make clear the distinction between 
them. 


Islam in Arabia 


The ultimate Islamic text is the Qur'an, and any enquiry into 
Islamic beliefs and laws must begin there. There are only two 
passages in the Qur'an which have a direct bearing on race 
and racial attitudes. The first of these occurs in chapter XXX, 
verse 22, and reads as follows: 


Among God's signs are the creation of the heavens and 
of the earth and the diversity of your languages and of 
your colors. In this indeed are signs for those who know. 


This is part of a larger section enumerating the signs and 
wonders of God. The diversity of languages and colors is 
adduced as another example of God's power and versatility- 
no more. 


The second quotation, chapter XLIX, verse 13, is rather 
more specific: 


O people! We have created you from a male and a 
female and we have made you into confederacies and 
tribes' so that you may come to know one another. The 
noblest among you in the eyes of God is the most pious, 
for God is omniscient and well-informed. 


It will be clear that the Qur'an expresses no racial or color 
prejudice. What is perhaps most significant is that the 
Qur'an does not even reveal any awareness of such 
prejudice. The two passages quoted show a consciousness of 
difference; the second of them insists that piety is more 
important than birth. The point that is being made, however, 
is clearly social rather than racialagainst tribal and 
aristocratic rather than against racial pride. 


In the Qur'an, the question of race is obviously not a 
burning issue. It became a burning issue in later times, as 
can be seen from the elaboration on these texts by 
subsequent commentators and by the collectors of tradition. 


The evidence of the Qur'an on the lack of racial prejudice 
in pre-Islamic and the earliest Islamic times is borne out by 
such fully authenticated fragments of contemporary 
literature as survive. As in the Qur'an, so also in the ancient 
Arabian poetry, we find an awareness of difference-the 
sentiment of an Arab as against a Persian, Greek, or other 
identity. We do not, however, find any clear indication that 
this was felt in racial terms or went beyond the normal 
feeling of distinctness which all human groups have about 
themselves in relation to others. 


On the specific question of color, ancient Arabian 
literature is very instructive. The early poets used a number 
of different words to describe human colors, a much wider 
range than is customary at the present time. They do not 
correspond exactly to those that we use now and express a 
different sense of color-one more concerned with brightness, 
intensity, and shade than with hue. Human beings are 
frequently described by words which we might translate as 
black, white, red, olive, yellow, and two shades of brown, 
one lighter and one darker. These terms are usually used ina 
personal rather than an ethnic sense and would correspond 
to such words as "Swarthy," "sallow," "blonde," or "ruddy" in 
our own modern usage more than to words like "black" and 
"white." Sometimes they are used ethnically but even then 
in a relative rather than an absolute sense. The Arabs, for 
example, sometimes describe themselves as black in 
contrast to Persians, who are red, but at other times as red or 
white in contrast to the Africans, who are black. The 
characteristic color of the Bedouin is variously stated as 
olive or brown. 


In early Arabic poetry and historical narrative, the Persians 
are sometimes spoken of as "the red people," with a 
suggestion of ethnic hostility. This seems to date back to 
pre-Islamic times-to Arab resistance to Persian imperial 
penetration in Arabia and Arab reaction to the disdain which 
the civilized Persians showed for the semi-barbarous tribes 
on their desert frontier.’' After the Arab conquest of Iran, the 
roles were reversed; the Arabs were now the imperial 
masters, and the Persians their subjects. In this situation, 
the term "red people" acquired a connotation of inferiority 
and was used in particular reference to the non-Arab 
converts to Islam. Redness is similarly ascribed to the 
conquered natives of Spain, to the Greeks, and to other 
Mediterranean peoples of somewhat lighter skin than the 
Arabs. ' 


As between Arabs and Africans the situation is more 
difficult to assess. There are verses, indeed many verses, 
attributed to pre-Islamic and early Islamic poets which would 
suggest very strongly a feeling of hatred and contempt 
directed against persons of African birth or origin. Most if not 
all of these, however, almost certainly belong to later 
periods and _ reflect later problems, attitudes, and 
preoccupations. 


References to black people in pre-Islamic Arabia have 
usually been taken to mean Ethiopians-commonly called 
Habash, the Arabic name from which our word "Abyssinian" 
is derived. Habash was probably used for the peoples of the 
Horn of Africa and their immediate neighbors. Apart from a 
few questionable references to Nubians, no other specific 
ethnic term relating to an African people is used in the most 
ancient Arabic sources; such terms do not appear until after 
the great waves of Islamic conquest had carried the Arabs 
out of Arabia and made them masters of a vast empire in 
southwest Asia and northern Africa. 


Ethiopians were active in Arabia in the sixth century as 
allies of the Byzantines in the great struggle for power and 
influence between the Christian Roman Empire on the one 
hand and the Persian Empire on the other. An Ethiopian 
expedition seems to have crossed the Red Sea in about 512 
A.D. to help the Christians in southern Arabia. After fighting 
a victorious campaign they returned home, leaving garrisons 
behind them. These were, however, overwhelmed in a local 
reaction. The Ethiopians returned in about 525 A.D. to 
restore their authority and protect the Christians. Having 
done this, they once again withdrew, leaving the country in 
the hands of a local puppet ruler. Later, he was overthrown 
by a group of Ethiopian deserters who had remained in the 
country. Their leader, who now became king, was Abraha, a 
former slave of a Byzantine merchant in the Ethiopian port 
of Adulis. The Ethiopians tried unsuccessfully to remove him 
and then agreed to grant him some form of recognition. He 
probably led the Ethiopian force which advanced northward 
from the Yemen and attacked Mecca, at that time a Yemenite 
trading post on the West Arabian caravan route to Syria.4 
The attempt, which seems to have been part of a campaign 
against the Persians, failed, and in about 570 the Persians 
sent a naval expedition which brought the Yemen under 
their control. 


Some Ethiopians remained in Arabia, mostly as slaves- 
that is to say, as captives-or as mercenaries. These were at 
times of some importance, as is attested by the Arabic 
sources and also by ancient Ethiopic loanwords in classical 
Arabic. The early poets also made frequent references to 
Ethiopians serving the Arab tribesmen as shepherds and 
herdsmen. 


Apart from some inscriptions there is no contemporary 
internal historical evidence on Arabia on the eve of the birth 
of the Prophet Muhammad. There is, however, a great deal of 


poetry and narrative, committed to writing in later (that is, 
Islamic) times. Although very detailed and informative, it 
needs careful critical scrutiny in that it often tends to project 
back into the prelslamic Arabian past the situations and 
attitudes of the very different later age in which the texts 
were compiled and written. This consideration applies 
particularly to the poems and traditions relating to blacks, 
whose situation changed radically after the great Arab 
conquests, as did also the attitude of the Arabs toward them. 


The normal fate of captives in antiquity was enslavement, 
and Ethiopians appear together with Persians, Greeks, and 
others among the foreign slave population of seventh- 
century Arabia. The proportion of black slaves is unknown; 
but from lists of the slaves and freedmen of the Prophet and 
of some of his Companions, it would seem that they formed 
a minority. Slave women were normally and lawfully used as 
concubines; and it was not unusual for a man to have a free, 
noble Arab as father and a slave concubine as mother. In 
such a case, according to ancient Arabian custom, he was a 
slave unless he was recognized and liberated by his father. 


Arab poetry and legend have preserved the names of 
several famous figures in ancient Arabia who are said to 
have been born to Ethiopian mothers and who _ in 
consequence were of dark complexion. The most famous of 
these was the poet and warrior “Antara, whose father was of 
the Arab tribe of “Abs and whose mother was an Ethiopian 
slave woman called Zabiba. He is considered one of the 
greatest Arabic poets of the pre-Islamic period. Already in 
early times he became the subject of a series of tales and 
legends. As the son of a slave mother, he was by ancient 
custom himself a slave. A relatively early account tells how 
he gained his freedom. One day his tribe, the “Abs, were 
attacked by raiders from a hostile tribe, who drove off their 
camels. 


The “Abs pursued and fought them, and “Antara, who 
was present, was called on by his father to charge. 
"Antara is a slave," he replied, "he does not know how 
to charge-only to milk camels and bind their udders." 
"Charge!" cried his father, "and you are free." And 
*Antara charged.5 


If we are to accept the verses ascribed to him, “Antara, 
once free, despised those who were still slaves and, proud of 
his part-Arab descent, looked down on the "jabbering 
barbarians" and "skin-clad, crop-eared slaves" who lacked 
this advantage. Later, in the shortened form “Antar, his 
name appears as the hero of a famous Arab romance of 
chivalry, covering the wars against Persia, Byzantium, the 
Crusaders, and various other enemies. On one campaign, 
against the blacks, the hero penetrates farther and farther 
into Africa until he reaches the empire of Ethiopia and 
discovers, in true fairy-tale style, that his mother, the slave 
girl Zabiba, was the granddaughter of the emperor. 


All this is clearly fiction; but even the early historical 
accounts of “Antara are questionable, and only a very small 
part of the poetry extant in his name can be ascribed to him 
with any certainty. The greater part, and especially the 
verses in which he complains of the insult and abuse which 
he suffered because of his blackness, is of later composition 
and is probably the work of later poets of African origin. 
Some of these verses do indeed recur in collections ascribed 
to later poets of African or part-African birth. And it is not 
uncommon to find the same verses ascribed to more than 
one of these poets. A famous verse ascribed only to “Antara 
runs: 


I am a man, 
of whom one half ranks with the best of ‘Abs. 
The other half I defend with my sword.° 


This may mean no more than that his mother was a slave, 
without reference to race or color. There are, however, other 
verses ascribed to him, indicating that his African blood and 
dark skin marked him as socially inferior and exposed him to 
insult and abuse. For example: 


Enemies revile me for the blackness of my skin, 
but the whiteness of my character effaces the blackness.’ 
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1. The slave market in Zabid, in the Yemen. 


Baghdad, 1237 
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2. A slave bringing food 


Probably Syria, 1222 





3. The story of the two foxes. A prince hunting with falcon, 
cheetah, and huntsman. 


Herat, ca. 1490-1500. 





4. The birth of the Persian hero Rustam, with women and 
black servants in attendance. 


Egypt, 1510. 
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5. A merchant with attendants and ree driver. 


Tabriz, Iran, ca. 1530. 





6. An Ottoman prince and grand vizier with attendants. 


Istanbul, 1597. 





7. The heir apparent Mehmed at the Ibrahim Pasha Palace, 
with eunuchs. 


Istanbul, 1597. 
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8. The funeral of the sultan's mother, Nur Banu, with 
eunuchs in the background. 


Istanbul, 1597. 
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9. The chief black eunuch conducts the young prince to the 
circumcision ceremony. 


Istanbul, ca. 1720-1732. 





10. Princes, pages, and eunuchs at an evening party by the 
Golden Horn. 


Istanbul, ca. 1720-1732. 
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11. Isfandiyar slaying the black sorceress. 


Iran, early sixteenth century. 





12. Iskandar fighting the Zanjis (Habashis). 
Qazvin, ca. 1590-1594. 
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13. Mihrasb and Tahrusiyye watching Darab fighting the 
Zanjis. The body of Tanbalus is floating in the water. 


Mughal, India, ca. 1580-1585. 
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14. Darab going into battle against the Zanjis. 
Mughal, India, ca. 1580-1585. 
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15. Darab receiving homage from the defeated Zanjis. 


Mughal, India, ca. 1580-1585. 
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16. A black slave wrestles with Abu Jahl, an Arab sayvid. 


Istanbul, 1594-1595. 





17. The Ethiopian king with some of the Prophet's 
Companions, who are bringing greetings. 


Istanbul, 1594-1595. 





18. Bilal and other Companions of the Prophet. 
Istanbul, 1594-1595. 





19. Iskandar shooting a duck from a boat, with boatmen. 


Tabriz, Iran, 1526. 





20. Magicians. 


Istanbul, fifteenth century. 
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21. Humay's groom, who had a secret passion for her, 
murdering her at night when she would not submit to him. 


Mughal, India, ca. 1580-1585. 





22. "The woman who discovered her maidservant having 
improper relations with an ass." 


Tabriz, Iran, ca. 1530. 





23. "The old man who upbraided the Negro and the girl for 
flirting." 


Mughal, India, 1629 





24. A woman of the Sudan. 
Istanbul, ca. 1793. 


In another poem, he is even quoted as insulting his own 
mother: 


I am the son of a black-browed woman 

like the hyena that thrives on an abandoned camping ground 
Her leg is like the leg of an ostrich, and her hair 

is like peppercorns 
Her front teeth gleam behind her veil like lightning 

in curtained darkness.° 


Similar complaints are ascribed to other figures of the pre- 
Islamic and early Islamic period, including, for example, a 
tribal chief called Khufaf ibn Nadba, a contemporary of the 
Prophet. The son of an Arab father and a black slave mother, 
Khufaf was a man of position and a chief in his tribe. A verse 
ascribed to him remarks that his tribe had made him chief 
"despite this dark pedigree.-9 


These stories and verses almost certainly belong to a later 
period and reflect a situation which did not yet exist at that 
time. This is indicated by the very fact that such men as 
‘Antara, Khufaf, and others could rise to the social eminence 
they attained, something which would have been very 
difficult a century later. In pre-Islamic and early Islamic 
Arabia, there would have been no reason whatever for Arabs 
to regard Ethiopians as inferior or to regard Ethiopian 
ancestry as a mark of base origin. On the contrary, there is a 
good deal of evidence that Ethiopians were regarded with 
respect as a people on a level of civilization substantially 
higher than that of the Arabs themselves. A slave as such 
was of course inferior-but the black slave was no worse than 
the white. In this respect pagan and early Islamic Arabia 
seems to have shared the general attitude of the ancient 
world, which attached no stigma to blackness and imposed 
no restrictions on black freemen." 


There were many contacts between Arabs and Ethiopians, 
both in Arabia and in Africa, and during the career of the 
Prophet several of his Meccan Companions were able, for a 
while, to find refuge in Ethiopia from the persecution of their 


pagan compatriots. Many prominent figures of the earliest 
Islamic period had Ethiopian women among _ their 
ancestresses, including no less a person than the Caliph 
“Umar himself, whose father, al-Khattab, had an Ethiopian 
mother. Another was “Amr ibn al-’ As, the conqueror of Egypt 
and one of the architects of the Arab Empire. There were 
several others of Ethiopian descent among the Companions 
of the Prophet." One of the most famous was Bilal ibn Rabah. 
Born a slave in Mecca, he was an early and devoted convert 
to Islam and was acquired and manumitted by Abu Bakr, the 
Prophet's father-in-law and eventual successor as first 
caliph. He is remembered chiefly as the first muezzin, when 
the call to prayer was instituted shortly after the Prophet's 
arrival in Medina. He was also the personal attendant of the 
Prophet and is variously described in the sources as his 
mace bearer, his steward, his adjutant, and his valet." 
Another Companion was Abu Bakra, literally, "the Father of 
the Pulley," an Ethiopian slave in Ta'if. He acquired this 
nickname by letting himself down with a pulley during the 
Muslim siege of Ta'if, and joining the Muslims. He was 
accepted and manumitted by the Prophet and later settled 
in Basra, where he died in about 672 A.D. 


During the period immediately following the death of the 
Prophet in 632 A.D., the great Islamic conquests took the 
new faith to vast areas of Asia and also of Africa. A new 
situation was created, and many changes can be observed 
in the literature of the time. 


The first of these is the narrowing, specializing, and fixing 
of color terms applied to human beings. In time almost all 
disappear apart from "black," "red," and "white"; and these 
become ethnic and absolute instead of personal and 
relative. "Black," overwhelmingly, means the natives of 
Africa south of the Sahara and their offspring. "White"-or 
occasionally (light) "red"means the Arabs, Persians, Greeks, 


Turks, Slavs, and other peoples to the north and to the east 
of the black lands. Sometimes, in contrast to the white Arabs 
and Persians, the northern peoples are designated by terms 
connoting dead white, pale blue, and various shades of red 
or ruddy. In some contexts the term "black" is extended to 
include the Indians and even the Copts; but this is not 
normal usage." 


Together with this specialization and fixing of color terms 
comes a very clear connotation of inferiority attached to 
darker and more specifically black skins. A story is told 
concerning the Arab conquest of Egypt which, if authentic, 
may well be the last surviving example of the older attitude. 
The story tells how a certain Arab leader called 'Ubada ibn 
al-Samit took a party of Muslims to meet the Muqawais, the 
great Christian functionary who at one point led the 
defenders of Egypt. 'Ubada (the chronicler tells us) was 
"black," and when the Arabs came to the Muqawagis and 
entered his presence, 'Ubada led them. The Muqawgis was 
frightened by his blackness and said to them: "Get this 
black man away from me and bring another to talk to me." 


The Arabs insisted that “Ubada was the wisest, best, and 
noblest among them and was their appointed leader, whom 
they obeyed and to whose judgment they deferred. The 
Muqawgis asked: 


"How can you be content that a black man should be 
foremost among you? It is more fitting that he should be 
below you." 


"Indeed no," they replied, "for though he is black, as 
you see, he is still the foremost among us in position, in 
precedence, in_ intelligence and in wisdom, for 
blackness is not despised among us." 


The Muqawgqis asked 'Ubada to speak gently to him, 
because speaking harshly would increase the dread already 
inspired by his blackness. The narrative concludes with 
‘'Ubada stepping forward and saying to the Muqawagis: "I 
have heard what you say. Among the men | command there 
are a thousand, all of them black, indeed blacker and more 
frightening than |. If you saw them, you would be very 
frightened indeed."" 


There are two interesting points about this story. The first 
is that the black man appears as a figure of terror rather 
than of contempt, though that element is not entirely 
lacking. The second, and far more important, is that “Ubada 
is not an African or even of African descent but (as the 
chroniclers are careful to point out) a pure and noble Arab. 
Here "black" is still a personal and relative term describing 
an individual's complexion and not an ethnic absolute 
denoting the distinguishing marks of a race. "Blackness is 
not despised among us" means no more than that persons of 
dark complexion are not considered inferior to those of light 
complexion. The episode of the noble but swarthy “Ubada 
occurred at the very beginning of Arab expansion. Under the 
patriarchal caliphs and still more under the Umayyad caliphs 
in the late seventh and early eighth centuries, we find 
ample evidence of a radical change of attitudes. 


Prejudice and Piety, 
Literature and Law 


The evidence for the growth of anti-black prejudice comes in 
the main from two groups of sources. The first of these is 
literary, especially poetry and anecdote. Several Arabic 
poets, of the pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods, are 
described as "black" and are known collectively, to the 
literary tradition, as aghribat al-'Arab-"the crows of the 
Arabs."' Some of them-mostly prelslamic-were Arabs of 
swarthy complexion; others were of mixed Arab and African 
parentage. For the latter, and still more for the pure Africans, 
blackness was an affliction. In many verses and narratives, 
they are quoted as suffering from insult and discrimination, 
as showing resentment at this, and yet in some way as 
accepting the inferior status resulting from their African 
ancestry. 


One such was the poet Suhaym (d. 660), born a slave and 
of African origin. His name, obviously a nickname, might be 
translated as "little black man." In one poem he laments: 


If my color were pink, women would love me 
But the Lord has marred me with blackness.” 


In another he defends himself (in striking anticipation of 
William Blake's famous line, "But | am black, but 0! my soul 
is white"): 


Though I am a slave my soul is nobly free 
Though I am black of color my character is white.° 


In the same mood: 


My blackness does not harm my habit, for I am like 
musk; who tastes it does not forget. 


I am covered with a black garment, but under it there 
is a lustrous garment with white skirts.’ 


These lines are also attributed to Nusayb ibn Rabah (d. 
726), probably the most gifted of these black poets.' He was 
very conscious of his birth and color, for which he endured 
many insults. On one occasion the great Arab poet Kuthayyir 
said mockingly: 


I saw Nusayb astray among men 
his color was that of cattle. 
You can tell him by his shining blackness 
even if he be oppressed, he has the dark face of an oppressor.” 


Challenged by his friends to reply, Nusayb refused with 
dignity. For one thing, he said, God had given him the gift of 
poetry to use for good; he would not misuse it for satire. For 
another, "all he has done is call me black-and he speaks 
truth." Then Nusayb said, of his own color: 


Blackness does not diminish me, as long as I 
have this tongue and this stout heart. 

Some are raised up by means of their lineage; the 
verses of my poems are my lineage! 

How much better a keen-minded, clear-spoken 
black than a mute white! 


But all the same: 


If I am jet-black, musk too is very dark—and 
there is no medicine for the blackness of my skin.’ 


A black contemporary of Nusayb, similarly attacked, 
responded less meekly. All that we know of al-Hayqutan is 
that he was a black slave, who lived in the Umayyad period. 
The name denotes a kind of bird, something like a partridge, 


and was presumably a slave name or nickname. No less a 
person than the famous Arab poet and satirist Jarir (d. ca. 
729) chose al-Hayqutan as the butt of his wit. Jarir, we are 
told, encountered al-Hayqutan on a festival day, wearing a 
white shirt over his black skin. This prompted the poet to 
improvise a line of verse, likening him to a donkey's penis 
wrapped in papyrus. Al-Haygutan responded with a long 
ode, beginning: 


Though my hair is woolly and my skin coal-black, 
My hand is open and my honor bright® 


After proclaiming the greatness and glory of the Ethiopians 
and taunting the Arabians with their previous fear of 
Ethiopian conquest, he ends by returning Jarir's insult in 
kind. Alluding to an accusation sometimes brought against 
the tribe of Kulayb, to which Jarir belonged, he concluded: 


Are you not of Kulayb, and is not your mother a ewe? 
Fat sheep are both your pride and your shame.’ 


Some of these made careers as court poets. One such was 
a second Nusayb, known as Nusayb al-Asghar, the Younger 
(d. 791). In the course of a panegyric ode addressed to the 
Caliph Harun al-Rashid, he remarks of himself: 


Black man, what have you to do with love? 
Give over chasing white girls if you have any sense. 
An Ethiop black like you 

has no means of access to them.'° 


Probably the best known of the early black poets in Arabic 
was Abu Dulama (d. ca. 776), a slave who became the court 
poet-and jester-of the first Abbasid caliphs. The name 
means, literally, "Father of Blackness." In his verses, the 
acceptance of inferiority is unmistakable. To amuse his 


master, Abu Dulama makes fun of his own appearance, of his 
aged mother, and of his family: 


We are alike in color; our faces are black and 
ugly, our names are shameful.'! 


The Arab anthologists tell us something about the lives of 
these men. Several anecdotes show Nusayb ibn Rabah's 
awareness of his color problem. In an autobiographical 
fragment, he remarks that before he went on his first 
journey to Egypt, he consulted his sister, a wise woman. She 
reminded him that he combined the disadvantages of being 
black and ridiculous in men's eyes. He then recited some of 
his verses, and she was persuaded that their merits gave 
him some prospect of success.12 


A rather different story tells how Nusayb lunched one day 
with the Umayyad Caliph “Abd al-Malik and, after obtaining 
the caliph's promise of safety, said to him: 


My color is pitch-black, my hair is woolly, my 
appearance repulsive. | did not attain the favor which 
you have vouchsafed me by the honor of my father, or 
my mother, or my tribe. | attained it only by my mind 
and my tongue. | adjure you by God, 0 Commander of 
the Faithful, do not cut me off from that by which | have 
attained my position with you.13 


The point of the story is that the poet chooses an 
opportunity and uses his wit to secure immunity from 
execution. But the passage vividly illustrates the association 
already accepted at this time of blackness, ugliness, and 
inferior station. 


The same theme occurs in stories of the black poet Da'ud 
ibn Salm (d. ca. 750), Known as Da'ud the Black (al-Adlam) 
and famous for his ugliness. On one occasion, it is said, 


together with an Arab called Zayd Ibn Ja'far, he was arrested 
and brought before a judge in Mecca, on a charge of 
flaunting luxurious clothes. The two accused received very 
different treatment. The handsome Arab, says the chronicler, 
was released; the ugly black was flogged. 


The judge said: "I can stand this from Ibn Ja'far, but why 
should | stand it from you'? Because of your base origin, 
or your ugly face'? Flog him, boy!-and he flogged 
him."14 


Another story tells of a misadventure of the famous singer 
Said ibn Misjah (d. ca. 705-15), considered the greatest 
musician of his time. Seeking a lodging in Damascus, he 
managed to get himself accepted by one of a group of 
young men, the others being reluctant. He accompanied 
them to a singing girl's house; and when lunch was served 
he withdrew, saying, "| am a black man. Some of you may 
find me offensive. | shall therefore sit and eat apart." They 
were embarrassed but arranged for him to take his food (and 
later his wine) separately. Then slave girl singers appeared, 
and Said ibn Misjah praised their performance. Singers and 
owners alike were affronted by the impudence of "this black 
man" in daring to praise the girls, and he was warned by the 
other companions to mend his manners. Later his identity 
was revealed and then all vied in seeking the company of 
the famous singer.'s These episodes show both the nature 
and the limits of social discrimination against the dark- 
skinned. 


After the eighth century, there are few identifiable black 
poets in Arabic literature, and their blackness is not a 
significant poetic theme. There were a few poets in the black 
lands converted to Islam who composed in Arabic; but most 
black African Muslims preferred to use Arabic for 
scholarship, aS European Christians used Latin, and their 


own languages for poetry. In the central lands, though the 
flow of black, as of other, slaves continued into the 
twentieth century, the school of self-consciously black poets 
came to an end. Few of the slaves were sufficiently 
assimilated or educated to compose poetry in Arabic, while 
the few Arabic poets of African or part-African ancestry were 
too assimilated to see themselves as black and therefore 
other." 


The whole question of blackness was discussed in a 
special essay by Jahiz of Basra (ca. 776-869), one of the 
greatest prose writers in classical Arabic literature and said 
by some of his biographers to be of partly African descent." 
Entitled "The Boast of the Blacks against the Whites,"" the 
essay purports to be a defense of the dark-skinned peoples- 
and especially of the Zanj, the blacks of East Africa-against 
their detractors, refuting the accusations commonly brought 
against them and_ setting forth their qualities and 
achievements, with a wealth of poetic illustration. They are 
strong, brave, cheerful, and generous-and not, as people 
say, "because of weakness of mind, lack of discernment, and 
ignorance of consequences." Another false charge is 
stupidity. To those who ask, "How is it that we have never 
seen a Zanji who had the intelligence even of a woman or of 
a child?" the answer, says Jahiz, is that the only Zanj they 
knew were slaves of low origin and from outlying and 
backward areas. If they judged by their experience of Indian 
Slaves, would they have any notion of Indian science, 
philosophy, and art? Obviously not-and the same is true of 
the black lands. Jahiz also defends the equality of blacks as 
marriage partners and notes the paradox that discrimination 
against them first arose after the advent of Islam: At is part 
of your ignorance," he makes the blacks say, "that in the 
time of heathendom [i.e., in pre-Islamic Arabia] you 
regarded us as good enough to marry your women, yet when 
the justice of Islam came, you considered this wrong." 


Another point is that the blacks are more numerous than the 
whites-certainly true, since Jahiz, along with some other 
Arabic authors of the ninth and tenth centuries, includes the 
Copts, the Berbers, and the inhabitants of India, Southeast 
Asia, and China. A curious quotation follows: "There are 
more blacks than whites, more rocks than mud, more sand 
than soil, more salt water than sweet water." In conclusion, 
Jahiz argues against the common equation of blackness with 
ugliness, and insists that black is beautiful-in nature, in the 
animal kingdom, and in man. In any case, blackness is not a 
curse or punishment, as is commonly alleged, but a result of 
natural conditions: 


This exists in all things. Thus we see that locusts and 
worms on plants are green, and we see that the louse is 
black on a young man's head, white if his hair whitens, 
red if it is dyed. 


Jahiz was a great humorist and satirist, and the reader of 
his defense of the blacks may sometimes wonder whether its 
intention is wholly serious. This doubt is strengthened if one 
compares the essay with his remarks about blacks in his 
other writings. Despite his putative African ancestry, he 
expresses-Or perhaps cites-negative views of the Zan): 


We know that the Zanj are the least intelligent and the 
least discerning of mankind, and the least capable of 
understanding the consequences of actions.19 


Like the crow among mankind are the Zanj for they are 
the worst of men and the most vicious of creatures in 
character and temperament.20 


They [the Shu'ubiyyaj maintain that eloquence is 
prized by all people at all times-even the Zanj, despite 
their dimness, their boundless stupidity, their 


obtuseness, their crude perceptions and their evil 
dispositions, make long speeches.21 


The last passage gives a clue to what might be Jahiz's 
purpose. The Shu ubiyya were a faction of non-Arab 
Muslims, mostly Persians, who protested against Arab 
privilege and superiority in the Islamic Empire and objected 
to the central position accorded to Arabic culture. A 
characteristic form of Shu’ubi polemic was to laud the 
achievements and capacities of their own peoples and decry 
those of the Arabs. Jahiz was a fervent defender of the Arabs 
and the Arabic cultural tradition against all comers, and 
especially against the Persians, who, alone among the 
conquered peoples, offered a serious challenge to Arab 
Supremacy. His defense of the blacks, though in part 
intended seriously, may perhaps also be understood as a 
parody of Shu ubiyya tracts, intended to throw ridicule on 
Persian pretensions by advanc- 2 ing similar arguments on 
behalf of the lowly and despised Zanj. 2 


While however there may be some question about Jahiz's 
intentions, there can be none about those of some later 
writers, who, from the tenth century onward, produced a 
series of books offering not indeed a boast but rather a 
defense of the black peoples and an answer to the insults 
and charges leveled against them. An obvious question that 
arises is why such an anti-defamation campaign should have 
been thought necessary. No such defenses have come down 
to us from the ancient world, whether Middle Eastern or 
GrecoRoman, no doubt for the good reason that there were 
no such accusations to answer. 


The case against prejudice was succinctly stated by the 
famous statesman and man of letters al-Sahib ibn “Abbad 
(938-95), who remarks that men may be praised or blamed, 
rewarded or punished for their deeds, in which they have 


choice: "But since God created tallness and shortness and 
the blackness of the Zanj and the whiteness of the Greeks, it 
is not right that men should be blamed or punished for these 
qualities, since God neither enjoined nor forbade them. "23 


Books written in defense of the blacks in the Islamic 
Middle Ages were usually chiefly concerned with the 
Ethiopians. There are a few such books; they have survived 
in only a few copies, and none of them has as yet been 
printed. One of the earliest, written by Jamal al-Din Abu'l- 
Faraj ibn al-Jawzi (d. 1208 A.D.), is entitled The Lightening of 
the Darkness on the Merits of the Blacks and the Ethiopians. 
In this the author attempts to defend both groups against 
the various accusations made against them. In a striking 
passage, he explains another of his purposes: 


| have seen a number of outstanding Ethiopians whose 
hearts were breaking because of their black color. So | 
let them know that respect is based on the performance 
of good deeds, and not on beautiful forms. | therefore 
composed for them this book, which deals with a good 
number of Ethiopians and Blacks. 24 


A second work, based in part on the previous one and 
written by the famous Egyptian polyhistor Jalal al-Din al- 
Suyuti (d. 1505 A.D.) is The Raising of the Status of the 
Ethiopians. Another, by a_ sixteenth-century author, is 
entitled The Colored Brocade on the Good Qualities of 
Ethiopians. A similar work in Turkish was written by an 
Ethiopian protege of the chief black eunuch, who was 
brought to Istanbul, studied there, and rose to high rank asa 
judge in the Ottoman service. There were also other, earlier 
works of the same type, but these have not survived. 


The books that have come down to us follow the same 
main pattern. They discuss the origins of the blacks and deal 


with the reasons for their blackness, rejecting hostile myths 
concerning this. They set forth the good qualities of blacks 
and also draw attention to blackness itself as a good quality 
in certain plants, stones, and animals. They insist that 
whites cannot claim superior merit because of their 
whiteness but must earn it by piety and good deeds. Most of 
them then discuss Ethiopians among the slaves and 
freedmen of the Prophet's Companions who fled from Arabia, 
the words of Ethiopic origin in the Qur'an and more 
generally in Arabic, utterances of the Prophet concerning 
Ethiopians, and the like. There are also collections of 
anecdotes illustrating good and pious deeds by blacks, 
though here the usual theme is that simple piety is better 
than sophisticated wickedness, with the black used as the 
example of simplicity as much as of piety." 


Another type of information on racial attitudes may be 
found in religious literature, specifically that which by apt 
quotation seeks to condemn racial prejudice and 
discrimination. During the centuries which followed the 
death of the Prophet, pious Muslims collected vast numbers 
of what are known as hadiths, that is to say, traditions 
concerning Muhammad's actions and utterances. A very 
large proportion of these arc certainly spurious-but this, 
while it may nullify their value as evidence of the Prophet's 
own views, still leaves them as important evidence on the 
development of attitudes during the period in which they 
were manufactured. A number of these traditions deal with 
questions of race and color. There are some which 
specifically condemn one or another race. Thus the Prophet 
is quoted as saying of the Ethiopian: "When he is hungry he 
steals, when he is sated he fornicates. "h This is 
undoubtedly spurious, but is also well Known in early and 
modern times as an Arabic proverb about the Zanj.-" Similar 
traditions, equally spurious, are cited disparaging the 
Persians, the Turks, and other parties to the struggles of 


early Islamic history. Sometimes these traditions have an 
eschatological content, as for example when the Prophet 
predicts that the Ka'ba, the sanctuary in Mecca, will be 
destroyed by "black-skinned, short-shanked men," who will 
tear it apart and thus begin the destruction of the world." 


Such traditions are few, and most of them are not 
regarded as authentic. A larger body of accepted traditions 
survives, the general purport of which is to deplore racial 
prejudice and to insist on the primacy of piety. One of the 
commonest is the phrase ascribed to the Prophet, "I was sent 
to the red and the black"-an expression taken to embrace 
the whole of mankind.’ With the passage in the Qur'an 
already quoted as point of departure, the manufacturers of 
tradition-for these too are almost certainly spurious-have as 
their purpose to insist that true merit is to be found in piety 
and good deeds and that these take precedence over gentle, 
noble, or even purely Arab birth. 


These traditions, and those opposed to them, clearly 
reflect the great struggles in the early Islamic Empire 
between the pure Arab conquistador aristocracy, claiming 
both ethnic and social superiority, and the converts among 
the conquered, who could claim neither ethnic nor family 
advantage and perhaps for that reason insisted on the 
primacy of religious merit. 


Here | may draw attention to a rhetorical device very 
common in classical Arabic usage-an argument by the 
absurd. It is, however, very different from that device which 
we call the reductio ad absurdum. The purpose of the 
reductio ad absurdum is to demonstrate the falsity of an 
argument by stating it in its most extreme and therefore 
absurd form. The Arabic rhetorical device to which | refer has 
the opposite purpose-not to disprove but to emphasize and 
reaffirm; it is thus not a reductio ad absurdum, but rather a 


trajectio ad absurdum (if | may coin a rhetorical term). A 
principle is asserted and an extreme, even an absurd, 
example is given-but the purpose is to show that the 
principle still applies even in this extreme and absurd 
formulation. 


One cannot but be struck by the number of times the 
black-as also the Jew and the woman-is used to point this 
type of argument in both classical and modern times. Thus, 
in asserting the duty of obedience, of submission to 
legitimate authority, however unlikely the form in which it 
appears, Muslim jurists cite a dictum attributed to the 
Prophet: "Obey whoever is put in authority over you, even if 
he be a crop-nosed Ethiopian slave."30 This combination of 
qualities is clearly intended to indicate the ultimate 
improbability at once in physical, social, and racial terms. 


A different point is made in the same way in a late 
anecdote, the purpose of which is to emphasize the 
importance of humane treatment for slaves. An Arab had a 
black slave woman, who tended his sheep. Angered when 
she allowed a wolf to take one of them, he slapped her face. 
She complained; and the Prophet, hearing of the matter, 
ruled that the compensation due for the slap was her 
freedom. The owner objected that she was "black and 
barbarous" and understood nothing of the faith. "The 
Prophet asked her: “Where is God?' She replied: 'In heaven. ' 
The Prophet said: 'She is a believer; free her.' X31 


Some traditions use the same rhetorical device in relation 
to the choice of a wife: 


Do not marry women for their beauty, which may 
destroy them, or for their money, which may corrupt 
them, but for religion. A slit-nosed black slavewoman, if 
pious, is preferable. 32 


Piety must overcome inclination, though it cannot redirect it. 


This theme also occurs in stories about Abu Dharr, an 
early Muslim hero who is often cited as a model of piety and 
humility. As examples of his humility it is mentioned that he 
married a black woman, "for he wanted a wife who would 
lower him and not exalt him," and that he was willing to pray 
behind an Ethiopian.33 The point is most forcibly made by 
the famous Ibn Hazm (994-1064), who observes that 


God has decreed that the most devout is the noblest 34 
even if he be a Negress's bastard, and that the sinner 
and unbeliever is at the lowest level even if he be the 
son of prophets.35 


The sentiment is impeccably pious and egalitarian-yet 
somehow the formulation does not entirely carry conviction. 
Significantly, Ibn Hazm makes this remark in the 
introduction to a treatise on Arab genealogy, in which he 
tries to demonstrate the importance and dignity of this 
science. In another somewhat equivocal tradition, an 
Ethiopian says to the Prophet, "You Arabs excel us in all, in 
build, color, and in the possession of the Prophet. If | believe, 
will | be with you in Paradise?" The Prophet answers, "Yes, 
and in Paradise the whiteness of the Ethiopian will be seen 
over a stretch of a thousand years. ,31 


The moral of this and of countless other anecdotes and 
sayings of the same kind is that piety outweighs blackness 
and impiety outweighs whiteness. This is not the same as 
saying that whiteness and blackness do not matter. Indeed, 
the contrary is implied in such tales as that of the pious 
black who turns white, and the parallel stories of white 
evildoers who turn black." A vivid example occurs in the 
Risalat al-Ghufran, a vision of heaven and hell by the Syrian 
poet Abu'l-Ala' al-Ma'arri (973-1057). In paradise the 


narrator meets an exceedingly beautiful houri, who tells him 
that in life she was Tawfig the Negress, who used to fetch 
books for copyists in the Academy of Baghdad. 


“But you were black," he exclaims, "and now you have 
become whiter than camphor!"-to which she replies by 
quoting a verse: "If there were a mustard-seed of God's light 
among all.the blacks, the blacks would become white ..,,3" 
The same association of light with good is shown in the 
Muslim hagiographic literature, which depicts the Prophet 
himself as of white or ruddy color. Similar descriptions are 
given of his wife “A'isha, his son-in-law “Ali and his 
descendants, and even his predecessors, the prophets 
Abraham, Moses, and Jesus.39 


From both the expressions and the denunciations of racial 
prejudice, in both general and religious literature, it is clear 
that a major transformation had taken place. In ancient 
Arabia, as elsewhere in antiquity, racism-in the modern 
sense of that word-was unknown. The Islamic dispensation, 
far from encouraging it, condemns even the_ universal 
tendency to ethnic and social arrogance and proclaims the 
equality of all Muslims before God. Yet, from the literature, it 
is clear that a new and sometimes vicious pattern of racial 
hostility and discrimination had emerged within the Islamic 
world. 


Conquest and Enslavement 


This great change of attitude, within a few generations, can 
be attributed in the main to three major developments. 


The first of these is the fact of conquest-the creation by 
the advancing Arabs of a vast empire in which the normal 
distinctions inevitably appeared between the conquerors 
and the conquered. At first, Arab and Muslim were virtually 
the same thing and the distinction could be perceived as 
religious. But as conversions to Islam proceeded very rapidly 
among the different conquered peoples, a new class came 
into existence-the non-Arab converts to Islam, whose 
position in some ways resembled that of the native 
Christians in the latter-day European empires. According to 
the doctrines of Islam-repeatedly reaffirmed by the pious 
exponents of the Faith-the non-Arab converts were the 
equals of the Arabs and could even outrank them by 
superior piety. But the Arabs, like all other conquerors before 
and since, were reluctant to concede equality to the 
conquered; and for as long as they could, they maintained 
their privileged position. Non-Arab Muslims were regarded 
as inferior and subjected to a whole series of fiscal, social, 
political, military, and other disabilities. They were known 
collectively as the mawali (sing. mawla), a term the primary 
meaning of which was "freedman." Many indeed were 
brought to Islam by way of capture, enslavement, and 
manumission-a process reflected in a famous if spurious 
hadith, according to which the Prophet said: 


Will you not ask me why | laugh? | have seen people of 
my community who are dragged to Paradise against 
their will. They asked, "O Prophet of God, who are they?" 
He said, "They are non-Arab people whom the warriors 


in the Holy War have captured and made to enter 
Islam." 


Already in antiquity, some Greek philosophers had argued 
that slavery was beneficial to the barbarian slave, in that it 
initiated him to a better and more civilized way of life. The 
religious version of this- of slavery as a road to the blessings 
of Islam-later became a commonplace. But the earliest 
converts who came by this road encountered difficulties. 


A Spanish-Arab author, Ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi (860-940), 
describes the attitude of the early Arabs to the non-Arab 
mawalt: 


N5fi' ion Jubayr ibn Mut'im gave precedence to a maw/a 
to lead him in prayer. People spoke to him about this, 
and he said: "Il wished to be humble before God in 
praying behind him." 


The same Nafi' ion Jubayr, when a funeral passed by, 
used to ask who it was. If they said: "A Qurashi," he 
would say: "Alas for his kinsfolk!" If they said: "A 
mawla," he would say: "He is the property of God, Who 
takes what He pleases and leaves what He pleases." 


They used to say that only three things interrupt 
prayer-a donkey, a dog, and a maw/a. The mawla did 
not use the kunya [part of an Arab name, consisting of 
Abu-father of-followed by another personal noun, 
usually but not always that of his son] but was 
addressed only by his personal name and byname. 
People did not walk side by side with them, nor allow 
them precedence in processions. If they were present at 
a meal, they stood while the others sat, and if a mawla, 
because of his age, his merit or his learning, was given 
food, he was seated at the end of the table, lest anyone 


should fail to see that he was not an Arab. They did not 
allow a maw/a to pray at funerals if an Arab was 
present, even if the only Arab present was an 
inexperienced youth. The suitor for a maw/a woman did 
not address himself to her father or brother, but to her 
patron, who gave her in marriage or refused, as he 
pleased. If her father or brother gave her in marriage 
without the patron's approval, the marriage was invalid, 
and if consummated was fornication not wedlock. 


It is related that 'Amir ibn 'Abd al-Qays, Known for his 
piety, asceticism, austerity and humility, was addressed 
in the presence of ‘Abdallah ihn 'Amir, the governor of 
Iraq, by Humran, the mawld of the Caliph 'Uthman ibn 
'‘Affan. Humran accused ‘Amir of reviling and abusing 
the Caliph. ‘Amir denied this, and Humran said to him: 
"May God not multiply your kind among us!" To this 
‘Amir replied: "But may God multiply your kind among 
us!" 'Amir was asked: "Does he curse you and do you 
bless him'?" "Yes," he replied, "for they sweep our roads, 
sew our boots, and weave our clothes!" 


‘Abdallah ibn ‘Amir, who was leaning, sat bolt upright, 
and said: "I didn't think that you, with your virtue and 
your asceticism, knew about these things." To which 
‘Amir replied: "| know more than you think | know!"3 


The struggle for equal rights of the non-Arab converts was 
one of the main themes of the first two centuries of Islam. 
Another theme of comparable importance was the struggle 
of the half-breeds for equality with the fullbreeds. The Arab 
conquerors, despite the teachings of Islam and against the 
protests of the pious, had, perhaps inevitably, ruled as a sort 
of conquistador tribal aristocracy. Only true Arabs could 
belong, meaning those who were of free Arab ancestry on 
both their father's and mother's side. Exercising the 


immemorial rights of the conqueror, the Arabs took 
concubines among the daughters of the conquered; but 
their offspring by these slave women were not considered 
full Arabs, and were not admitted to the highest positions of 
power. Almost until the end of the Umayyad Caliphate, all 
the caliphs were the sons of free Arab mothers; and it is 
clear that Umayyad princes who were the sons of non-Arab 
slave women were not for one moment considered as 
possible candidates for the succession. Even a gifted leader 
and commander like Maslama’' neither saw himself nor was 
seen by others as a possible claimant to the caliphate. 


This kind of discrimination is well attested in Arabic 
literature: so too is the resentment of its victims. As this 
class of victims-the sons of Arab fathers and non-Arab 
mothers-became more numerous and more important, their 
resentments became more dangerous. At one time it was 
argued-principally by nineteenth-century European scholars 
reflecting the preoccupation of their time and place with 
struggles for national freedom-that the great upheavals of 
the mid-eighth century were due to a rising tide of Persian 
revolt against Arab domination and that the Abbasid 
revolution marked their victory. This theory, and the 
accompanying idea of a new Persian ascendancy, is not 
supported by the evidence. On the contrary, all the 
indications are that the Arab ascendancy continued for some 
time after the advent of the Abbasid caliphs. The caliphs 
themselves and all their senior officials and commanders 
were still Arabs, Arabic was the sole language of 
government, and Arabs still continued to enjoy important 
social and economic privileges in the empire.’ 


Nevertheless, major changes had been taking place. 
According to a saying attributed to the Prophet, "the ruin of 
the Arabs will come when the sons of the daughters of Persia 
grow to manhood." The tradition is certainly spurious, but 


like many such spurious traditions it reflects, very 
accurately, the issues and concerns of the time. Those who 
challenged and in time unseated the Arab conquistador 
aristocracy were not the subject peoples, still traumatized 
by conquest and politically inert. The challengers were their 
own sons, half-Arab and therefore only half-privileged, 
increasing in numbers and in power, and ever less willing to 
accept the disabilities and humiliations imposed upon them 
by their full-blooded half-brothers. As with most major 
revolutionary changes, the equalization of the half-Arabs 
began before the revolution and was not accomplished until 
some time after its political completion. The last two 
Umayyad caliphs were the sons of slave mothers; the first 
Abbasid, the son of a free Arab woman.' But the second 
Abbasid caliph, and those who came after him, were the 
sons of foreign concubines. The army of Khorasan. to which 
the Abbasids owed their victory and for a while their 
survival, was an Arab, not a Persian, army-but an Arab army 
half-Persianized by generations of residence = and 
intermarriage.’ 


The term commonly used by the ancient Arabs for the 
offspring of mixed unions was hajin, a word which, like the 
English "mongrel" and "half-breed," was used both of 
animals and of human beings. For example, hajin would 
indicate a horse whose sire was a purebred Arab and whose 
dam was not. It had much the same meaning when applied 
to human beings, denoting a person whose father was Arab 
and free and whose mother was a foreign slave. The term 
hajin in itself is social rather than racial in content, 
expressing the contempt of the highborn for the baseborn, 
without attributing any specific racial identity to the latter. 
Non-Arabs, of whatever racial origin, were of course 
baseborn but so too were many Arabs who, for one reason or 
another, were not full and free members of a tribe. Full 
Arabs-those born of two free Arab parents-ranked above half- 


Arabs, the children of Arab fathers and non-Arab mothers 
(the opposite case was inadmissible). Half-Arabs, in turn, 
ranked above non-Arabs, who were, so to speak, outside the 
system. 


Among the ancient Arabs there was an elaborate system 
of social gradations. A man's status was determined by his 
parentage, family, clan, sept, and tribe and the rank 
assigned to them in the Arab social order. All this is richly 
documented in poetry, tradition, and a vast genealogical 
literature. A more difficult question is how far the ancient 
Arabs recognized and observed social distinctions among 
the various non-Arab peoples and races who supplied much, 
though not all, of the slave population of Arabia. According 
to “Abduh Badawi, "there was a consensus that the most 
unfortunate of the hajins and the lowest in social status were 
those to whom blackness had passed from their mothers."' 


At his discretion, the free father of a slave child could 
recognize and liberate him and thus confer membership in 
the tribe. Under the Islamic dispensation such recognition 
became mandatory. In pre-Islamic custom, however, the 
father retained the option; according to Badawi and the 
sources cited by him, Arab fathers at that time were 
reluctant to recognize the sons of black mothers. 


This is probably an accurate description of the social 
attitudes of the Bedouin aristocracy of conquest that 
emerged after the great expansion of the Arabs in the 
seventh century and for a while dominated the new Islamic 
Empire, which they created in the lands of the Middle East 
and North Africa. 


Among these two groups, the non-Arab converts and the 
half-breed Arabs, color as such does not seem to have been 
a significant issue. The literature preserves the memory of a 


bitter struggle in which the three parties are Arabs, half- 
Arabs, and non-Arabs. The identity of the non-Arab 
component seems to have been of secondary importance, at 
least to the Arabs, though it may have meant more among 
the non-Arabs themselves. The significance of an African 
Origin as distinct from other possible non-Arab origins lay in 
its visibility. The son of an Arab father and a Persian or 
Syrian mother would not look very different from the son of 
two Arab parents. The difference was in effect social and 
depended on social knowledge. The son of an African 
mother, however, was usually recognizable at sight and 
therefore more exposed to abuse and discrimination. "Son of 
a black woman" was a not infrequent insult addressed to 
such persons, and "son of a white woman" was accordingly 
used in praise or boasting.10 


Even the Caliph “Umar, said to have been the grandson of 
an Ethiopian woman, was attacked retrospectively on this 
account. An early Arab author, Muhammad ibn Habib, tells 
us that one day, during the lifetime of the Prophet, a man 
insulted “Umar and called him "Son of a black woman," 
whereupon God revealed the Qur'anic verse, "O believers! 
People should not mock other people who may be better 
than they are" (XLIX: 11)." The story, which occurs in a 
rather brief chapter on great men who were the sons of 
Ethiopian women, is almost certainly a pious invention, but 
not the less interesting for that. It is probably a reply to 
Shiite propaganda against “Omar, which made some play 
with his Ethiopian ancestress to discredit him." 


A second factor of importance was the wider range of 
experience which conquest brought to the Arabs. Before 
Islam, their acquaintance with Africa was substantially 
limited to Ethiopia, a country with a level of moral and 
material civilization significantly higher than their own. 
During the lifetime of the Prophet, the good reputation of 


the Ethiopians was further increased by the kindly welcome 
accorded to Muslim refugees from Mecca. After the 
conquests, however, there were changes. Advancing on the 
one hand into Africa and on the other into Southwest Asia 
and Southern Europe, the Arabs encountered fairer-skinned 
peoples who were more developed and darkerskinned 
peoples who were less so. No doubt as a result of this they 
began to equate the two facts. 


Coupled with this expansion was the third major 
development of the early Islamic centuries-slavery and the 
Slave trade." The Arab Muslims were not the first to enslave 
black Africans. Even in Pharaonic times Egyptians had 
already begun to capture and use black African slaves, and 
some are indeed depicted on Egyptian monuments.14 There 
were black slaves in the Hellenistic and Roman worlds-but 
they seem to have been few and relatively unimportant, and 
regarded no differently from other slaves imported from 
remote places. “s The massive importation of black slaves 
and the growth of ethnic, even racial specialization in the 
Slave population date from after the Arab expansion in Africa 
and were an indirect and unintended consequence of one of 
the most important humanitarian advances brought by the 
Islamic dispensation. 


Inevitably, the large-scale importation of African slaves 
influenced Arab (and therefore Muslim) attitudes to the 
peoples of darker skin whom most Arabs and Muslims 
encountered only in this way. 


This changing attitude affected even freemen of African 
ancestry-even descendants of the Companions of the 
Prophet. Thus “Ubaydallah, the son of Abu Bakra,16 was 
appointed governor of Sistan in 671 and again in 697. 
Already by that time blackness had become a reproach; and 
a poet, in a satire against him, said: 


The blacks do not earn their pay 
by good deeds, and are not of good repute 
The children of a stinking Nubian black— 
God put no light in their complexions! 


Even the caliph, who had appointed him, remarked: "The 
black man is lord of the people of the East."" The 
descendants of Abu Bakra had acquired a prominent social 
position in Basra and had forged themselves an Arab 
pedigree. This was rejected by the Caliph al-Mahdi (reigned 
775-85 A.D.), who compelled them to revert to the status of 
freedmen of the Prophet. 


The low status of black slaves is illustrated by a number of 
anecdotes. An Arab, seeking to avoid civil war among the 
Muslims, swears that "he would prefer to be a mutilated 
Ethiopian slave tending broody goats on a hilltop until death 
overtakes him, rather than that a single arrow should be 
shot between the two sides."" An early chronicler, Jahshiyari, 
in a history of ministers and secretaries, tells an anecdote 
about a certain “Abd al-Hamid (d. ca. 750), the secretary of 
the last Umayyad caliph. The caliph had received the gift of 
a black slave from a provincial governor. He was not greatly 
pleased with this gift and instructed his secretary to write a 
letter of thanks and disparagement. “Abd al-Hamid, we are 
told, wrote: "Had you been able to find a smaller number 
than one and a worse color than black you would have sent 
that as a gift."" Jahshiyari's purpose in telling this story is 
not to insult blacks but to illustrate the readiness of wit of 
“Abd al-Hamid-but the story vividly reflects a common 
attitude. 


To the Muslims-as to the people of every other civilization 
known to history-the civilized world meant themselves. They 
alone possessed enlightenment and the true faith; the 
outside world was inhabited by infidels and barbarians. 


Some of these were recognized as possessing some form of 
religion and a tincture of civilization. The remainder- 
polytheists and idolatorswere seen primarily as sources of 
slaves, to be imported into the Islamic world and molded in 
Islamic ways, and, since they possessed no religion of their 
own worth the mention, as natural recruits for Islam. For 
these peoples, enslavement was thus a benefaction and was 
indeed often accepted as such. This attitude is exemplified 
in the story of a pagan black king who is tricked and 
kidnapped by Muslim guests whom he has befriended and 
sold into slavery in Arabia. Meeting them again years later, 
he shows contempt but no resentment, since they had been 
the means of bringing him to Islam.'*" The notion that 
Slavery is a divine boon to mankind, by means of which 
pagan and barbarous peoples are brought to Islam and 
civilization, occurs very frequently in later writers. 


Ventures in Ethnology 


The ancient Arabs, like every other people known to history, 
divided the world into themselves and others. For the 
ancient Greeks, the outsider was the barbarian, a term with 
a connotation of language and culture; for the Israelites, he 
was the Gentile, with a connotation of belief and worship. 
Modern societies make many distinctions, but the only one 
that is universally and officially accepted is between the 
citizen and the alien-a term that for some seems to combine 
the worst features of the barbarian and the unbeliever. 


In ancient Arabia, those who were not Arabs were Ajam, a 
term which included the Persians, the Greeks, the 
Ethiopians, the Nabataeans, and the various other peoples 
with whom the ancient Arabs had contact. Later it was 
specialized to mean the Persians, though it continued in 
occasional use in the broader sense. In modern Turkish, by a 
curious development of an earlier usage, ajemi (in modern 
Turkish orthography, acemi) has acquired the meaning of 
"clumsy" or "inept." 


The ancient Arabs showed an acute awareness of ethnic, 
but very little consciousness of racial, differences. At first, 
their main concern was not with the difference between 
Arabs and non-Arabs but rather between the different tribes 
into which they themselves were divided. A conventional 
genealogical table of eponymous tribal ancestors divided 
the Arab tribes into two main groups, the Northern and the 
Southern. These terms related not to their current position in 
Arabia, where the so-called Southern tribes were often in the 
Syrian and Iraqi borderlands (to the north of the so-called 
Northern tribes), but to their presumed ancestry. 


Tribal loyalty was intense, to the larger league or 
confederacy of tribes of presumed common ancestry, to the 
individual tribe, and even to the clan or sept within the tribe 
to which one belonged. These tribal loyalties gave rise to 
severe feuding and sometimes warfare and to bitter 
controversies which spilled over into the political life of the 
caliphate and even the religious life of Islam. Much of early 
Arab historiography, at least until the mid-ninth century, is 
concerned with tribal rivalries. Ancient Arab literature, for 
longer than that, is dominated by inter-tribal polemics, and 
the invectives which tribal 2 spokesmen hurled at one 
another. 


The Arab expansion, and the creation of a far-flung empire 
in which the Arabs were a dominant but small minority 
among the vast non-Arab population, did not at first change, 
but rather intensified, this situation. The Arabs, with much 
larger prizes at stake, continued their feuding, in clans, in 
tribes, and in confederacies. These involved the growing 
number of half-breed Arabs; in addition, the non-Arab 
converts to Islam, enrolled as mawalf in one tribe or another, 
shared in their alliances and enmities.' 


The involvement of the half-Arabs at the higher levels of 
Arab society paved the way for the non-Arab converts to 
Islam, many of whom by now shared the language and 
culture as well as the religion of the conquerors. By the ninth 
century Arabic literature-now written by men of diverse 
Originsreveals two significant developments: on the Arab 
side, a dawning awareness that they had lost their exclusive 
primacy and a tendency to seek compensation for that loss 
in a kind of social and cultural snobbery unrelated to the 
realities of power; among the non-Arabs, a_ growing 
assertiveness of their own distinctive ethnic, even national 
traditions and accomplishments, often accompanied by the 
denigration of the Arabs as primitives and nomads, in all but 


religion inferior to the peoples they had _ fortuitously 
conquered. These sentiments are expressed in the writings 
of a school of thought known as the Shu ubiyya.4 This 
tendency was stronger at the extremities of the Islamic 
world, in Persia in the East and Spain in the West,' weaker in 
the Fertile Crescent and North Africa, where Arabic finally 
replaced the previous languages and where the various 
peoples eventually adopted an Arab identity. ' 


It was inevitable, in a society of such acute ethnic 
awareness, that attention should be given, by scholars and 
others, to ethnic relationships, characteristics, differences, 
and presumed aptitudes. The numerous writings dealing 
with these matters may be considered under three headings, 
which we may call literary, practical, and scientific. 


The earliest attempts at a classification of ethnic groups in 
Arabic Islamic literature derive from Genesis 10, dealing 
with Noah's three sons-Shem, Ham, and Japhet-and the lines 
of filiation of the various nations and peoples whom they 
engendered. This biblical ethnology is not in the Qur'an, and 
has no special place in the Islamic religious tradition. It was 
transmitted to the Muslims by Jews and Christians and 
converts from these religions, and this origin was generally 
recognized.7 It appears in early Arabic historical literature in 
a variety of forms, often with considerable differences.' An 
interesting feature of the Arab versions is the attempt to fit 
the data in Genesis 10 into a larger framework, including on 
the one hand the Arabian tribes and their eponymous 
ancestors, and on the other such other peoples as the 
Persians, the Turks, the Romans, and the Slavs, familiar to 
the Arabs but not yet visible on the Pentateuchal horizon. All 
agree that the Arabs are descendants of Shem, and the 
blacks-sometimes including the Copts and Berbers-of Ham; 
most agree in assigning the Turks and Slavs to Japhet. There 
is, however, disagreement about the Persians and the 


Byzantines, the two civilized peoples with whom the Arabs 
had the longest and most intimate acquaintance. Some 
assign them to Japhet, making them kinsmen of the Turks 
and Slavs. Others, however, assign them to Shem, thus 
making them kinsmen of the Arabs. Some writers of Persian 
background tried to incorporate such Persian mythological 
heroes as Feridun and Jamshid in the biblical ethnology. 
Centuries later, Turkish genealogists attempted the same for 
the Turkish tribes of inner Asia.9 


Most of these accounts are concerned only with 
Classification and filiation and make no attempt at 
characterization. There are, however, exceptions, and in 
some versions characters and even functions are assigned to 
the various lines of descent. In an adaptation of the biblical 
story, the descendants of Ham are condemned to be slaves 
and menials. Some also assign specific roles to the 
descendants of Shem and of Japhet, the former to be 
prophets and nobles (sharff), the latter to be kings and 
tyrants. These arguments are not pursued, and neither the 
literary nor the religious tradition appears to attach much 
importance to them.10 


The discussion of ethnic characters and aptitudes seems 
to have begun with a ninth-century Arabic translation of a 
pre-Islamic Persian text, the Letter of Tansar." This includes, 
naturally enough, an assertion of the superior merit of the 
Persians. Interestingly, their superiority lies in that they 
combine the best features of all the different peoples who 
are their neighbors: 


Our people are the most noble and illustrious of beings. 
The horsemanship of the Turk, the intellect of India, and 
the craftsmanship and art of Greece, God (blessed be 
His realm) has endowed our people with all these, more 
richly than they are found in the other nations 


separately. He has withheld from them the ceremonies 
of religion and the serving of kings which He gave to us. 
And He made our appearance and our colouring and our 
hair according to a just mean, without blackness 
prevailing, or yellowness or ruddiness; and the hair of 
our beards and heads neither too curly like the negro's 
nor quite straight like the Turk's.|2 


An Iraqi Arab author, writing in about 902-3, presents the 
Same idea in a more elaborate form, in relation to his own 
people and country: 


A man of discernment said: The people of Iraq have 
sound minds, commendable’ passions, balanced 
natures, and high proficiency in every art, together with 
well-proportioned limbs, well-compounded humors, and 
a pale brown color, which is the most apt and proper 
color. They are the ones who are done to a turn in the 
womb. They do not come out with something between 
blonde, buff, blanched, and leprous coloring, such as 
the infants dropped from the wombs of the women of 
the Slavs and others of similar light complexion; nor are 
they overdone in the womb until they are burned, so 
that the child comes out something between black, 
murky, malodorous, stinking, and crinkly haired, with 
uneven limbs, deficient minds, and depraved passions, 
such as the Zanj, the Ethiopians, and other blacks who 
resemble them. The Iraqis are neither half-baked dough 
nor burned crust but between the two." 


Such ideas appear to have been current at the time. Thus 
lbn Qutayba (828-89) remarks of the blacks that 


they are ugly and misshapen, because they live in a hot 
country. The heat overcooks them in the womb, and 


curls their hair. The merit of the people of Babylon is 
due to their temperate climate. 14 


Earlier in the ninth century, Jahiz had observed in passing: 
"If the country is cold, they are undercooked in the 
womb."15 


The arguments of the Shu’ ubiyya and the Arab response 
to them gave rise to an extensive literary discussion of 
national characteristics, differences, and aptitudes. Jahiz 
devoted separate essays to the Turks" and the blacks" and in 
a number of places developed something like a set of rules 
for the classification and description of ethnic groups. By the 
tenth and eleventh centuries, a period of Iranian cultural 
renaissance, these became matters of frequent discussion; 
and the literature of the time preserves a rich variety of 
anecdote and debate.' At the center of the debate are the 
Arabs and Persians, by now established as the two major 
ethnic groups within Islam, more or less on a footing of 
equality. Third in line are the Rum, or Romans. In classical 
Arabic usage this denotes the Christian Byzantine Empire 
and also includes the large and important communities of 
Orthodox Christians living in the Islamic lands. The Yunan, 
the ancient Greeks, are seen as a separate group, but, 
generally, as the predecessors of the Rum. The Romans of 
ancient Rome do not normally make a separate appearance 
in these discussions. Next in line come India and China- 
remoter and less familiar but recognized as areas of 
relatively advanced, albeit idolatrous, civilization. After 
them come the barbarous peoples beyond the outer 
perimeter-in the North, the Turks and the Slavs; in the far 
West, the Franks; in the South, the various peoples of black 
Africa. These peoples are seen as eventual converts and in 
the meantime as being useful as slaves.’ 


Several authors, from Jahiz onward, attempt to classify 
various peoples by their skills and aptitudes and sometimes 
differentiate carefully between the two. According to Jahiz, 
the Chinese excel in the arts, the Greeks in philosophy and 
science, the Arabs in language and poetry, the Persians in 
government and statecraft, the Turks in warfare.'" A century 
later, Abu Sulayman is quoted as giving a slightly different 
version: 


Wisdom descended upon the heads of the Byzantines, 
the tongues of the Arabs, the hearts of the Persians, the 
hands of the Chinese.’ 


In time, certain conventional descriptions emerged, which 
became the common _ stereotypes for various national 
groups. Arabs had generosity and courage; Persians, 
statecraft and civility; Greeks were philosophers and artists; 
Indians, magicians and conjurers; while the dexterous 
Chinese were makers of furniture and gadgets. Blacks were 
hardworking and somewhat simple but gifted with 
exuberance and a sense of rhythm. Turks were impetuous 
fighting men.22 With mostly minor changes, these become 
standard in the discussion of the various ethnic groups both 
inside and outside the world of Islam. 


In addition to the characteristics of specific groups, the 
discussion also dealt with some broader and more general 
questions. Are all ethnic groups equal in their potential, or 
are some more gifted than others? If one nation excels all 
others in a certain field, is it because of an inherited talent 
(or aS some put it, a divine gift), or is it because, for 
historical and cultural reasons, it had chosen to specialize in 
that area? Some writers argue strongly that socalled 
national characteristics, even including such racial 
characteristics as blackness, are really a response to 


environment and that any other ethnic group finding itself 
in the same situation would respond in the same way. 


lbn Khaldun (1332-1406), surely the greatest historian 
and social thinker of the Middle Ages, devotes a whole 
chapter to the influence of climate on human character. 
Even the merriment which, in common with many other Arab 
writers, he attributes to blacks is, in his view, climatic and 
not genetic in origin. Joy and mirth, he explains, are induced 
by heat. Just as the heat given off by alcohol makes the 
drinker merry and the warm air of the bath causes the 
bather to sing, so too does the heat of his homeland incline 
the black to mirth and exuberance.23 


At the far end of the Islamic world, Said al-Andalusi (d. 
1070), a gadi in the Muslim city of Toledo, attempted a 
general classification and characterization of civilized 
nations. Defining them as those nations that had cultivated 
science and learning, he enumerated eight nations: the 
Indians, Persians, Chaldees, Greeks, Romans, Egyptians, 
Arabs, and Jews. Sa’id's "nations" are as much religious as 
national. His Arabs include non-Arab Muslims; his Romans 
include Arabic-speaking Christians. The others, apart from 
the Jews, are all pagan. 


For Said, only these eight peoples have contributed to 
civilization. Some others, such as the Chinese and the Turks, 
he allows to have achieved distinction in other respects; the 
rest of mankind he dismisses contemptuously as the 
Northern and the Southern barbarians, "who are more like 
beasts than like men." He has a few well-chosen words to 
say about each. 


For those who live furthest to the north between the last 
of the seven climates and the limits of the inhabited 
world, the excessive distance of the sun in relation to 


the zenith line makes the air cold and the atmosphere 
thick. Their temperaments are therefore frigid, their 
humors raw, their bellies gross, their color pale, their 
hair long and lank. Thus they lack keenness of 
understanding and clarity of intelligence, and are 
overcome by ignorance and_ dullness, lack of 
discernment, and stupidity. Such are the Slavs, the 
Bulgars, and their neighbors. For those peoples on the 
other hand who live near and beyond the equinoctial 
line to the limit of the inhabited world in the south, the 
long presence of the sun at the zenith makes the air hot 
and the atmosphere thin. Because of this their 
temperaments become hot and their humors fiery, their 
color black and their hair woolly. Thus they lack self- 
control and steadiness of mind and are overcome by 
fickleness, foolishness, and ignorance. Such are the 
blacks, who live at the extremity of the land of Ethiopia, 
the Nubians, the Zanj and the like. 


Even the most ignorant peoples, Said goes on to explain, if 
they are sedentary, have some kind of monarchical 
government and some kind of religious law. The only people 
“who diverge from this human order and depart from this 
rational association are some dwellers in the steppes and 
inhabitants of the deserts and wilderness, such as the rabble 
of Bujja, the savages of Ghana, the scum of Zanj, and their 
like."24 Said does not use such language when speaking of 
the fairer-skinned barbarians of Europe. 


With the exception of one group, writers on these matters 
do not normally attempt to lay down rules, or even offer 
guidance, on the suitability of various races for different 
tasks and occupations. The one exception is the extensive 
practical literature on slaves. There is a considerable body of 
writing, extending over almost a thousand years and written 
in Arabic, Persian, and Turkish, offering what one might call 


consumer guidance for those who deal in slaves and those 
who buy them.'s 


The earliest writings of this kind, dating from the tenth 
century, are physiological, giving guidance on how to judge 
a slave's state of health from outward signs, and 
physiognomical, on how to judge his character from his face. 
Before long, however, writers on how to choose and use 
slaves offer information and advice on ethnological matters 
also. Ion Butlan, an eleventh-century Christian physician in 
Baghdad, wrote a sort of slavetrader's vade mecum, which is 
the first of a series of such works.26 He reviews the range of 
Slaves available in the markets of the Middle East, and 
considers the different kinds, black and white, male and 
female, classifying them according to their racial, ethnic, 
and regional origins and indicating which groups are best 
Suited to which tasks. Similar advice on these matters is 
offered by a number of later writers, sometimes in separate 
handbooks, sometimes in chapters or sections of books 
dealing with larger topics. 


The statements made in these books about different races 
usually consist of conventional and stereotyped wisdom, but 
they also contain some _ interesting ethnographic 
information, notably about the peoples of the Caucasus, the 
Turkish peoples of the Eurasian steppe and of inner Asia. 
and the black peoples of eastern as well as of sub-Saharan 
Africa. By Ottoman times, they even include the Christian 
peoples of Europe, from among whom the Ottomans and the 
North African states drew a large part of their slave 
populations. The Russians, for example, we learn from 
various authorities, are handsome, blond, and charming, 
hardworking and obedient, dishonest and unchaste. In 
earlier times, says one authority, the Russians were famous 
for their laziness, so that a single Tatar could capture many 
Russians. But today (mid-sixteenth century) the situation is 


reversed, and the Russians have subjugated most of the 
Tatar lands. This is no doubt a reference to the advance of 
Muscovy and the capture of Kazan, the Tatar capital, by the 
Czar Ivan the Terrible in 1552. The Franks too, according to 
the same _ authority, are handsome, charming, and 
serviceable, sometimes indeed excellent, but unlike other 
Slaves they are not willing to become Muslims. °"' 


In addition to literary essays and practical advice, there is 
a considerable body of scholarly literature, providing 
detailed factual information about the different races of 
mankind, both inside and outside the Islamic ecumene. The 
Arab exploration of black Africa, the vast expansion of the 
Slave trade in these lands, and ultimately the spread of 
Islam, all helped to produce a rich Arabic literature of human 
geography, which constitutes the most important source of 
information on tropical Africa in the pre-colonial period. The 
Arab geographers’ descriptions of the homelands from which 
their slaves were brought throw much light on relationships 


and attitudes. 


The Discovery of Africa 


Muslim geographers-and to a much lesser extent Muslim 
historians-have something to say about all these various 
peoples beyond the frontiers of the Islamic ecumene. About 
Western Europe-remote and, in_ their perspective, 
unimportant-they knew little and cared less, and it was not 
until Ottoman times that Muslim writers began to pay some 
attention to European peoples and states.' Even then, it is 
very little. Medieval Muslim writers have rather more to say 
about the Slavic and Turkic peoples in the Eurasian steppe, 
immediately to the north of the lands of Islam. But it was 
with black Africa that the Muslim lands, from Morocco across 
to Arabia, developed the closest and most intimate 
relations. ' 


In the earliest Arabic references, black Africans are either 
Habash or Sudan, the former designating the Ethiopians and 
their immediate neighbors in the Horn of Africa, the latter 
(an Arabic word meaning "black") denoting blacks in 
general. It sometimes includes Ethiopians, but not 
Egyptians, Berbers, or other peoples north of the Sahara. 
Later, after the Arab expansion into Africa, other and more 
specific terms are added, the commonest being Nuba, Bujja 
(or Beja), and Zanj. Nuba, "from Nubia," usually designates 
the Nilotic and sometimes also the Hamitic peoples south of 
Egypt, that is, roughly in the present area of the republic of 
the Sudan; the Bujja were nomadic tribes between the Nile 
and the Red Sea; Zanj, a word of disputed origin, is used 
specifically of the Bantu-speaking peoples in East Africa 
south of the Ethiopians and sometimes more loosely of black 
Africans in general.3 The term Bilad al-Sudan-"lands of the 
blacks"-is applied in classical Arabic usage to the whole area 
of black Africa south of the Sahara, from the Nile to the 


Atlantic and including such West African black states as 
Ghana and Songhay. Sometimes it is even extended to the 
countries of South and Southeast Asia, inhabited by 
relatively dark-skinned people. 


Some authors distinguish carefully between the different 
groups of black Africans; others tend to lump them together 
under the general heading of Sudan, blacks. The Zanj are 
the least respected; the Ethiopians, the most. The Nuba and 
Bujja occupy an intermediate position. Some geographical 
writers distinguish between different African races on 
grounds of color, noting that some, such as the Ethiopians, 
are of lighter complexion; others, such as the Zanj, of darker. 
The term Ifrigiya, an Arabic borrowing from the Latin 
"Africa," is used in classical Arabic only of the Maghrib, 
usually just the eastern Maghrib. 


From the ninth century onward, Arab and other Muslim 
writers provide information about the movement of slaves 
from the black lands toward the North and the East-across 
the Red Sea and Indian Ocean to Arabia, Irag, and Iran, 
down the Nile to Egypt, and across the Sahara to the slave 
markets of North and Northwest Africa. 


"They export black slaves," says Ya qubi (ninth century), 
speaking of Zawila, "belonging to the tribes of Mira, 
Zaghawa, Maruwa, and other black races who are near to 
them and whom they capture. | hear that the black kings sell 
blacks without pretext and without war. ,4 


"To the Zanj," says Mutahhar ibn Tahir al-Maqdisi (tenth 
century), "food and clothing are exported; from them come 
gold, slaves, and coconuts.i' 


are in great fear and awe of the Arabs, so much so that 
when they see an Arab trader or traveler they bow down 
and treat him with great respect, and say in their 
language: "Greeting, 0 people from the land of the 
dates!" Those who travel to this country steal the 
children of the Zanj with dates, lure them with dates, 
and lead them from place to place, until they seize 
them, take them out of the country, and transport them 
to their own countries. The Zanj people have great 
numbers but little gear. The ruler of the island of Kish in 
the sea of 'Uman raids the Zanj country with his ships 
and takes many captives. 


In a detailed account of West Africa, he notes that the 
Moroccan merchants in Takrur "bring wood, copper, and 
beads, and take away gold ore and [castrated] slaves." 
"From this country," says lon Battuta (1304-77), speaking of 
Tagadda in West Africa, "come excellent slavegirls, eunuchs, 
and fabrics dyed with saffron." When he left Tagadda for the 
North, on September 11, 1353, he traveled "with a large 
caravan which included six hundred women slaves." 


Muslim authors sometimes discuss the ethnic origins and 
native lands of their black slaves. They have some slight 
information about Nubia, with which arrangements for the 
regular supply of slaves to Egypt were set up at an early 
date. About the Zanj they know rather less. Ibn 
Khurradadhbih (820-912/ 13), the earliest original Muslim 
geographer whose work is extant, mentions the Zanj country 
as one of those from which goods-unspecified, but 
presumably slaves-reached Aden. He records only two facts 
about the land of the Zanj: that it is on the Eastern Ocean, 
and that anyone who goes there will inevitably get the itch.’ 
lbn Qutayba (d. 889) notes that the blacks live on fish and 
for this reason sharpen their teeth like needles, so that the 
fish should not stick to them. In another work he observes 


that the Zanj have the bestsmelling mouths of all mankind, 
even though they do not brush their teeth; this is because 
they have much saliva.9 


On the blacks in general, Mas°udi (d. 956) quotes Galen, 
who, he says: 


mentions ten specific attributes of the black man, which 
are all found in him and in no other; frizzy hair, thin 
eyebrows, broad nostrils, thick lips, pointed teeth, 
smelly skin, black eyes, furrowed hands and feet, a long 
penis and great merriment. Galen says that merriment 
dominates the black man because of his defective 
brain, whence also the weakness of his intelligence.10 


This description is repeated, with variations, by later 
writers. Most geographers speak of the nudity, paganism, 
cannibalism, and primitive life of the black peoples. Of the 
neighbors of the Bujja, Maqdisi had heard that 


there is no marriage among them; the child does not 
know his father, and they eat people-but God knows 
best. As for the Zanj, they are people of black color, flat 
noses, kinky hair, and _ little understanding’ or 
intelligence." 


A Persian treatise on world geography, written in 982 A.D., 
devotes barely five out of two hundred pages to the black 
lands: 


As regards southern countries, all their inhabitants are 
black on account of the heat of their climate. Most of 
them go naked. In all their lands and provinces, gold is 
found. They are people distant from the standards of 
humanity. 


On the Zanj: "Their nature is that of wild animals. They are 
extremely black." Of Zabaj: "This country and its inhabitants 
are all like the Zanj, but they are somewhat nearer to 
humanity." On the Sudan: 


Most of them go about naked. Egyptian merchants carry 
there salt, glass and lead, and sell them for the same 
weight in gold. A group of them wanders in this region 
of theirs, camping at the places where they find more 
gold ore. In the southern parts there is no more 
populous country than this. The merchants steal their 
children and bring them with them. Then they castrate 
them, import them into Egypt, and sell them. Among 
themselves there are people who steal each other's 
children and sell them to the merchants when the latter 
arrive.12 


The attitude to black Africans remains on the whole 
negative. Some Muslim authors give balanced and factual 
accounts, based on personal knowledge, of the black 
kingdoms; a few even write pious treatises to defend the 
dark peoples against their detractors. Such defense was 
clearly felt to be necessary, because of the survival of old 
prejudices." Even the great geographer Idrisi, in concluding 
his account of the first climate (geographical zone) with 
some general remarks on its inhabitants, repeats the old 
cliches about furrowed feet and stinking sweat and ascribes 
"lack of Knowledge and defective minds" to the black 
peoples. Their ignorance, he says, is notorious; men of 
learning and distinction are almost unknown among them, 
and their kings only acquire what they know about 
government and justice from the instruction of learned 
visitors from farther north. The thirteenth-century Persian 
writer Nasir al-Din Tusi remarks that the Zanj differ from 
animals only in that "their two hands are lifted above the 
ground" and continues, "Many have observed that the ape is 


more teachable and more intelligent than the Zanji."14 A 
century later, a similar point was made by lbn Khaldun. 
Distinguishing between white slaves and black slaves he 
remarks: 


Therefore, the Negro nations are, as a rule, submissive 
to slavery, because [Negroes] have little [that is 
essentially] human and have attributes that are quite 
similar to those of dumb animals, as we have stated.15 


As Muslim power and the Islamic religion advanced farther 
into black Africa and a succession of black kingdoms 
became an accepted part of the House of Islam, such 
extravagant accounts of African manners and customs 
became less and less frequent.16 But the perception 
remained, disputed but widespread, that African Muslims 
were somehow different from other Muslims and that Africa 
was a legitimate source of slaves. A unique letter, preserved 
by an Egyptian historian, vividly illustrates how black 
African Muslims must have felt. The letter, dated 794 A.H. (= 
1391-92 A.D.), was sent by the black king of Bornu, now in 
northern Nigeria, to the sultan of Egypt. The king, his family, 
and his people were free Muslims and therefore by Muslim 
law not enslavable. To strengthen this status, he claims that 
his tribe was founded by an Arab, of the Prophet's tribe of 
Quraysh. Yet despite this, Arab tribesmen "have devastated 
all our land, all the land of Bornu ... they took free people 
among us captive, of our kin among Muslims... they have 
taken our people as merchandise." These raiders carried off 
free women, children, and infirm men. Some they kept as 
slaves for their own use; the rest they sold to slave dealers 
in Egypt, Syria, and elsewhere. The king urges the sultan of 
Egypt to send orders to his governors, judges, and 
inspectors of markets, to search out these captives and 
restore them to freedom and Islam." 


No answer to this letter has been preserved; and it is 
unlikely that the sultan of Egypt, whose power did not 
extend to the Western Sudan, would have been able to do 
much about it, even had he wished. The enslavement of free 
Muslims was of course totally forbidden by the Shari'a, and 
from time to time voices were raised, urging the slaveraiders 
to desist from this offense and to direct their efforts against 
pagans in other places. But the practice continued, 
especially in Africa. 


In Black and White 


The Qur'an gives no countenance to the idea that there are 
Superior and inferior races and that the latter are 
foredoomed to a subordinate status; the overwhelming 
majority of Muslim jurists and theologians share this 
rejection. There are some early traditions, and early juridical 
opinions and rulings citing them, which assign a privileged 
status to the Arabs, as against other peoples within the 
Islamic community. The Caliph “Umar is even quoted, 
improbably, as saying that no Arab could he owned. Some 
pagan Arabs were in fact enslaved by the early caliphs and 
even by the Prophet himself, and the idea of Arab exemption 
from the normal rules regarding enslavement was not 
approved by later jurists.’ 


Such an opinion did indeed reflect the social realities in 
the early centuries of the Islamic Empire, created by Arab 
conquests. By the ninth century, however, this privileged 
status had for all practical purposes ended. Some jurists, 
citing early traditions and the Qur'an itself, totally reject the 
idea of Arab or any other ethnic privilege. Even those who 
grant some limited acceptance to the idea, do so on the 
basis of kinship with the Prophet and reduce it to a kind of 
social prestige, of limited practical significance. At no time 
did Muslim theologians or jurists accept the idea that there 
may be races of mankind predisposed by nature or 
foredoomed by Providence to the condition of slavery. 


Such ideas were, however, known from the heritage of 
antiquity and found echoes in Muslim writings, the more so 
when they began to correspond to the changing realities of 
Muslim society. Aristotle, in his discussion of slavery, had 
observed that while some are by nature free, others are by 
nature slaves. For such, the condition of slavery is both 


"beneficial and just," and a war undertaken to reduce them 
to that condition is a just war. 


This idea, along with others from the same source, was 
taken up and echoed by a few Muslim Aristotelians.3 Thus 
the tenth-century philosopher al-Farabi lists, among the 
categories of just war, one the purpose of which is to 
subjugate and enslave those whose "best and most 
advantageous status in the world is to serve and be slaves" 
and who nevertheless refuse to accept slavery.’ The idea of 
natural slavery is mentioned, though not developed, by 
some other Aristotelian philosophers. Al-'Amiri, for example, 
follows Aristotle in comparing the natural superiority of 
master to slave with the equally natural superiority of man 
to woman.’ 


Aristotle does not specify which races he has in mind, 
merely observing that barbarians are more slavish 
(doulikoteroi) than Greeks, and Asiatics more so than 
Europeans. That, according to Aristotle, is why they are 
willing to submit to despotic government-that is, one that 
rules them as a master (despotes) rules his slaves.’ By the 
tenth and eleventh centuries, some Muslim philosophers 
were more specific. The great physician and philosopher 
Avicenna (980-1037) notes as part of God's providential 
wisdom that he had placed, in regions of great heat or great 
cold, peoples who were by their very nature slaves, and 
incapable of higher things-"for there must be masters and 
Slaves."7 Such were the Turks and their neighbors in the 
North and the blacks in Africa. Similar judgments were 
pronounced by his contemporary, the Ismaili theologian 
Hamid al-Din al-Kirmani (d. 1021), who was chief of missions 
of the Fatimid Caliphate in Cairo. In a philosophical work, he 
dismisses "the Turks, Zanj, Berbers, and their like" as "by 
their nature" without interest in the pursuit of intellectual 
knowledge and without desire to understand religious truth. ' 


By this time, the great majority of Muslim slaves were 
either Turks or blacks, and Aristotle's doctrine of natural 
Slavery, brought up to date, provided a convenient 
justification of their enslavement. 


Another attempt to justify the enslavement of a whole 
race, this time in religious rather than philosophical terms 
and restricted to the dark-skinned people of Africa, is the 
Muslim adaptation of the biblical story of the curse of Ham.9 
In the biblical version (Genesis 9:1-27) the curse is 
servitude, not blackness, and it falls on Canaan, the 
youngest son of Ham, and not on his other sons, including 
Kush, later seen as ancestor of the blacks. The rationale of 
the story is obvious-the slaves of the Israelites were their 
near kinsmen the Canaanites, and a religious (i.e., 
ideological) justification was required for their enslavement, 
hence the story of the curse of Canaan. The slaves of the 
Arabs were not Canaanites but blacks-so the curse was 
transferred to them, and blackness added to servitude as 
part of the hereditary burden. This’ story, though 
widespread, was by no means universally accepted. Ibn 
Khaldun and some other Arab writers reject it as absurd, and 
attribute blackness to climatic and geographical factors. The 
idea, however, that blackness and slavery are somehow 
associated, as expressed in this story, was derived less from 
tradition than from reality. 


Such ideas have no place in the writings of Muslim jurists, 
who unanimously reject the enslavement of free Muslims, of 
whatever race or origin. Nor did the total identification of 
blackness with slavery, which occurred in North and South 
America, ever take place in the Muslim world. There were 
always white slaves as well as black ones, and free blacks as 
well as slaves. Nevertheless, the identification of blackness 
with certain forms of slavery went very far-and in later 
centuries white slaves grew increasingly rare. 


Already in medieval times it became customary to use 
different words for black and white slaves. White slaves were 
normally called mamluk, an Arabic word meaning "owned," 
while black slaves were called ‘abd. "' In time, the word ‘abd 
ceased to be used of any but black slaves and eventually, in 
many Arabic dialects, simply came to mean a black man, 
whether slave or free. This transition from a social to an 
ethnic meaning is thus the reverse of the semantic 
development of our own word "slave," which began as the 
designation of an ethnic group and became a social term. In 
Western Islam-in North Africa and Spain-the word khadim, 
"servant" (dialectal form, khadem) is often specialized to 
mean "black slave," "slave woman," or "concubine."" 


It is not only in terminology that black and white slaves 
were distinguished. For one thing, white slaves, especially 
females, were more expensive;' for another, black slaves 
were far more severely restricted in their social and 
occupational mobility. In early times black singers were 
greatly admired, and some of them won fame and fortune-if 
not for themselves, then for their trainers and owners. Jahiz, 
in his essay on singing girls, mentions an Ethiopian slave 
girl who was worth 120,000 dinars and brought much profit 
to her master, in the form of gifts and offerings from aspiring 
and frustrated admirers." Later, the black musicians seem to 
have been overtaken by whites. The change is ascribed to 
the great musician Ibrahim al-Mawsili (742-804), whose son 
is quoted as saying: "They used not to train beautiful slave 
girls to sing, but they used only to train yellow and black 
girls. The first to teach valuable girls to sing was my father." 
The price of these girls, he adds, was very much higher. 14 


lbn Butlan, in his handbook, suggests a proper ethnic 
division of labor for both male and female slaves. As guards 
of persons and property, he recommends Indians and 
Nubians; as laborers, servants, and eunuchs, Zanj; as 


soldiers, Turks and Slavs. On female slaves he goes into 
somewhat greater detail, discussing their racial attributes, of 
both body and character, and the different functions for 
which they are best fitted.’ In the central Islamic lands, black 
slaves were most commonly used for domestic and menial 
purposes, often as eunuchs, sometimes also in economic 
enterprises, as for example in the gold mines of “Allagi in 
Upper Egypt (where, according to Ya qubi, "the inhabitants, 
merchants and others, have black slaves who work the 
mines")," in the salt mines, and in the copper mines of the 
Sahara, where both male and female slaves were employed." 
The most famous were the black slave gangs who toiled in 
the salt flats of Basra. Their task was to remove and stack 
the nitrous topsoil, so as to clear the undersoil for 
cultivation, probably of sugar, and at the same time to 
extract the saltpeter. Consisting principally of slaves 
imported from East Africa and numbering some tens of 
thousands, they lived and worked in conditions of extreme 
misery. They were fed, we are told, on "a few handfuls" of 
flour, semolina, and dates. They rose in several successive 
rebellions, the most important of which lasted fifteen years, 
from 868 to 883, and for a while offered a serious threat to 
the Baghdad Caliphate." 


Even religious groups with what some would call radical 
and progressive ideals seem to have accepted the slavery of 
the black man as natural. Thus, in the eleventh century we 
are told that the Carmathians established a kind of republic 
in eastern Arabia, abolished many of the prescriptions 
regarding persons and property which conventional Islam 
imposed-and had a force of thirty thousand black slaves to 
do the rough work.19 


Jurists occasionally discuss the status of black Muslim 
slaves. Muslim law unequivocally forbids the enslavement of 
free Muslims of whatever race, and was usually obeyed in 


this. There is, however, evidence that the law was not always 
strictly enforced to protect Muslim captives from black 
Africa. A fatwa (legal ruling) in a collection of such rulings by 
Spanish and North African authorities, compiled by a 
fifteenth-century Moroccan jurist, Anmad alWansharisi, is 
instructive. The question to be decided is whether Ethiopian 
(i.e., black) slaves professing monotheism and observing 
religious practices could lawfully be bought and sold. The 
law is clear. An unbeliever may be enslaved, a Muslim may 
not; but the adoption of Islam by an unbeliever after his 
enslavement does not automatically set him free. Slavery, 
says the fatwa, is a condition arising from current or 
previous unbelief and persists after conversion, the owner of 
the slave retaining full property rights. If a group is known to 
have been converted to Islam, then the taking of slaves from 
this group is forbidden. However, the existence of a doubt as 
to whether conversion took place before or after 
enslavement does not invalidate the ownership or sale of 
the slave. It is significant that the writer of the fatwa 
discusses the question in relation to black slaves, that he is 
at some pains to insist that Islam does not necessarily 
involve freedom, and that he gives the benefit of the doubt 
not to the slave but to the slaveowner.21' The problem was 
clearly not academic. Other sources preserve complaints by 
black Muslim rulers about "holy wars" launched against 
them to take captives and by jurists-usually black juristsat 
the enslavement of free, black Muslims contrary to law." 


The question was discussed at some length by an African 
jurist, Anmad Baba of Timbuktu (1556-1627), in an answer 
written for a group of Muslims in the oasis of Tuat. This was a 
major center of the slave trade, and the good men of Tuat, 
apparently suffering from scruples of conscience, submitted 
a number of questions on the legality of the enslavement of 
blacks. In general, Ahmad Baba reaffirms the classical 
Islamic position. Muslims, and also nonMuslims living under 


Muslim rule and protection, may in no circumstances be 
enslaved. Idolators captured in a holy war may lawfully be 
enslaved, and their slave status is not ended by any 
subsequent conversion to Islam. Ahmad Baba draws his 
interlocutor's attention to the black tribes farther south, who 
are still heathens and therefore subject to holy war and 
enslavement. While thus accepting the legality’ of 
enslavement, Ahmad Baba discusses and dismisses the 
story that the black races are condemned to slavery because 
of God's curse on their presumptive ancestor Ham. "Even 
assuming," he says, "that Ham was the ancestor of the 
blacks, God is too merciful to punish millions of people for 
the sin of a single individual." Slavery arises not from 
blackness but from unbelief. All unbelievers, black or white, 
may be enslaved; no Muslim, black or white, may be 
enslaved. 


Ahmad Baba's answers, however, make it clear that many 
Muslim blacks were in fact being illegally enslaved, and he 
frankly faces the difficulty of distinguishing between lawful 
and unlawful slaves. Unlike the Moroccan alWansharisi, 
however, he places the burden of proof not on the slave but 
on the slavedealer, who must prove his lawful right of 
ownership over the slave he offers for sale. To the question, 
"Can one take the word of an enslaved person?"-to which 
many jurists say no-Ahmad Baba replies with a firm and 
documented yes." 


That this ruling was of little practical effect is shown by a 
later discussion of the illegal enslavement of black Muslims 
by the nineteenth-century Moroccan historian Ahmad ibn 
Khalid al-Nasiri (1834-97).23 Writing within the context of 
traditional society, he is nevertheless clearly affected by the 
new anti-slavery ideas current at the time. Al-Nasiri 
recognizes the legality of the institution of slavery in Muslim 
law but is appalled by its application. He complains in 


particular of "a manifest and shocking calamity widespread 
and established since of old in the lands of the Maghrib-the 
unlimited enslavement of the blacks, and the importation of 
many droves of them every year, for sale in the town and 
country markets of the Maghrib, where men traffic in them 
like beasts, or worse." This abuse is so old and so deep- 
rooted, says alNasiri, that "many of the common people 
believe that the cause of their enslavement in Holy Law is 
that they are black of color and imported from those parts." 
This is, of course, untrue, and al-Nasiri swears that "by God's 
life, this is one of the worst and greatest abominations 
against religion, because the black people are Muslim 
people, with the same rights and duties as ourselves." While 
conceding that heathens may be enslaved, al-Nasiri argues 
that by now a majority or at least a substantial minority of 
the blacks are Muslims and that since the natural condition 
of man is freedom, they should be given the benefit of the 
doubt. The evidence of slavetraders is dismissed as 
interested and unreliable, and the traders themselves are 
condemned as "men without morals, virtue, or religion." 


Al-Nasiri then makes a further point against the legality of 
the slave trade in blacks: 


Some men of integrity and some others have argued 
that the blacks today, as in the past. raid each other 
and kidnap each other's children, stealing them in 
places remote from their homes and dwellings, in the 
Same way that the Bedouin of the Maghrib raid each 
other and seize and steal each other's mounts and 
cattle. They are all Muslims but arc led to this by lack of 
religion and the absence of any restraint. How can any 
man who is scrupulous about his religion allow himself 
to buy anything of this kind'? How can he permit 
himself to take their women as concubines and thus risk 
entering on a legally dubious sexual relationship’? 


Despite such arguments and despite the decrees in favor 
of emancipation by Ahmad Bey of Tunis, the enslavement of 
blacks and their export to the Mediterranean lands and the 
Middle East continued and was defended by the increasingly 
flimsy argument that blacks were idolators and therefore 
that warfare against them was jihad, or holy war, and the 
captives were legally liable to enslavement. Since, for a 
conscientious Muslim, only a jihad could supply legally valid 
Slaves, it was necessary to call every slave raid a jihad. One 
can understand the anger and anguish of a good Muslim like 
al-Nasiri. 


White slaves were rarely used for rough labor and filled 
higher positions in domestic and administrative 
employment. Both blacks and whites were used as eunuchs, 
but the blacks soon predominated. The Caliph al-Amin 
(reigned 809-13), it is said, collected them in large numbers 
and formed separate corps of white and black eunuchs, 
which he called "the locusts" (jaradiyya) and the "ravens" 
(ghurabiyya). An Arabic description of the court of the caliph 
in Baghdad at the beginning of the tenth century speaks of 
seven thousand black and four thousand white eunuchs.z' 
Later, white eunuchs became rare and costly. 


The importation of black slaves into the central Islamic 
lands, which began at the time of the conquest, continued 
without interruption until the nineteenth century and in 
some areas into the twentieth. From time to time, Western 
travelers give us a glimpse of this traffic. Thus Jeremy 
Bentham, who sailed from Izmir to Istanbul on a Turkish 
caique in November 1785, noted in his diary: "Our crew 
consists of 15 men besides the Captain: we have 24 
passengers on the deck, all Turks; besides 18 young 
Negresses (slaves) under the hatches. ,15 


Between white and black slaves-even where the latter 
were numerous and powerful-there was for a long time one 
crucial distinction. Whereas white slaves could become 
generals, provincial governors, sovereigns, and founders of 
dynasties, this hardly ever happened with black slaves in 
the central Islamic lands. In Muslim India, a number of 
soldiers of African slave origin rose to high office, some even 
becoming rulers.26 Elsewhere, their opportunities for 
advancement were very limited. Only one of them ever 
became the ruler of a Muslim country outside the black 
zone-the famous Nubian eunuch Abu'l-Misk Kaffir, "Musky 
Camphor," who in the tenth century became regent of Egypt 
(and a very capable one). Historians clearly regarded this as 
remarkable, and the great Arab poet al-Mutanabbi found in 
Kaffir's blackness a worthy object of satirical abuse. In one of 
his most famous poems, he bitterly attacks the master of 


Egypt: 


Whenever a wicked slave assassinates his master 

or betrays him, has he to get his training in Egypt? 

There, the eunuch has become a chieftain of the runaway slaves, 
the free man is enslaved, and the slave is obeyed. 


The slave is no brother to the godly free man, 
even though he be born in the clothes of the free. 


Do not buy a slave without buying a stick with him, 
for slaves are filthy and of scant good. 
I never thought I should live to see the day when a 
dog would do me evil and be praised into the bargain, 
nor did I imagine that true men would have ceased to exist, 
and that the like of the father of bounty 
would still be here, 
and that that negro with his pierced camel’s lip 
would be obeyed by those cowardly hirelings. 


Who ever taught the eunuch negro nobility? his 
“white” people, or his royal ancestors? 

or his ear bleeding in the hand of the slave-broker? 
or his worth, seeing that for two farthings 
he would be rejected? 

Wretched Kafur is the most deserving of the base 
to be excused in regard to every baseness— 
and sometimes excusing is a reproach— 

and that is because white stallions are incapable 
of gentility, so how about black eunuchs? 


In another poem he remarks: 


More stupid than a slave or his mate is he who makes 
the slave his master. 


One who holds you by his word is unlike one who holds 
you in his jail— 

The morality of the [black] slave is bounded by his 
stinking pudenda and his teeth. 

He does not keep his engagements of today, nor remember 
what he said yesterday. 


Hope for no good from a man over whose head the 
slaver’s hand has passed, 

And, if you are in doubt about his person or 
condition, look to his race. 

One who is vile in his coat, was usually vile 
in his caul. 

He who makes his way beyond his merits, still cannot 
get away from his root.”” 


The same limitation of opportunity applies to the 
emancipated slave. The emancipated white slave was free 
from any kind of restriction; the emancipated black slave 
was at most times and places rarely able to rise above the 


lowest levels. In Umayyad times, we still hear of black poets 
and singers achieving some sort of social standing, even 
though they complain of discrimi nation. In later times, the 
black poet as a figure in Arabic literature disappears and 
none of any consequence are reported from the mid-eighth 
century onward. A few religious figures-saints and scholars- 
are said to have had black ancestry, but these again are 
exceptional.28 What is more important is that the black is 
almost entirely missing from the positions of wealth, power, 
and privilege. Medieval authors sometimes attribute this 
want of achievement by black slaves and freedmen to lack 
of capacity. The modern observer will recognize the effects 
of lack of opportunity. 


Slaves in Arms 


The military slave, who bears arms and fights for his owner, 
was a known but not common figure in antiquity. In the late 
fifth and early fourth centuries B.C., the city of Athens was 
policed by a corps of armed Scythian slaves, originally 
numbering some three hundred, who were the property of 
the city... Some Roman dignitaries had armed slave 
bodyguards; some owned gladiators, as men in other times 
might own gamecocks or racehorses, but in general the 
Greeks and Romans did not approve of the use of slaves in 
combatant duties.’ It was not until the medieval Islamic 
state that we find military slaves in significant numbers, 
forming a_ substantial and eventually predominant 
component in their armies. 


The professional slave soldier, so characteristic of later 
Islamic empires, was not present in the earliest Islamic 
regimes. There were indeed slaves who fought in the army of 
the Prophet, but they were there as Muslims and as loyal 
followers, not as slaves or professionals. Most of them were 
freed for their services, and according to an early narrative, 
when the Prophet appeared before the walls of the Hijaz 
town of Ta'if, he sent a crier to announce that any slave who 
came out and joined him would be free.’ Abu Muslim, the 
first military leader of the Abbasid revolution which 
transformed the Islamic state and society in the mid-eighth 
century, appealed to slaves to come and join him and 
offered freedom to those who responded. So many, we are 
told, answered his call, that he gave them a separate camp 
and formed them into a separate combat unit.4 During the 
great expansion of the Arab armies and the accompanying 
spread of the Islamic faith in the seventh and early eighth 
centuries, many of the peoples of the conquered countries 
were captured, enslaved, converted, and liberated, and 


great numbers of these joined the armies of Islam. Iranians 
in the East, Berbers in the West, reinforced the Arab armies 
and contributed significantly to the further advance of 
Islam, eastward into Central Asia and beyond, westward 
across North Africa and into Spain. These were, however, not 
slaves but freedmen. Though their status was at first inferior 
to that of freeborn Arabs, it was certainly not servile, and in 
time the differences in rank, pay, and status between free 
and freed soldiers disappeared. As _ so often, the 
historiographic tradition foreshortens this development and 
attributes it to a decree of the Caliph “Umar, who is said to 
have ordered his governors to make the privileges and 
duties of manumitted and converted recruits "among the red 
people" the same as those of the Arabs. "What is due to 
these, is due to those; what is due from these, is due from 
those."' The limitation of this concession to the "red people," 
a term commonly applied by the Arabs to the Iranians and 
later extended to their Central Asian neighbors, is surely 
significant. The recruitment of aliens, that is, nonArabs and 
often non-Muslims, was by no means restricted to liberated 
captives, and the distinction between freed subjects, free 
mercenaries, and bought barbarian slaves is often tenuous. 


In recruiting barbarians from the "martial races" beyond 
the frontiers into their imperial armies, the Arabs were doing 
what the Romans and the Chinese had done centuries before 
them. In the scale of this recruitment, however, and the 
preponderant role acquired by these recruits in the imperial 
and eventually metropolitan forces, Muslim rulers went far 
beyond any precedent. As early as 766 a Christian 
clergyman writing in Syriac spoke of the "locust swarm" of 
unconverted barbarians-Sindhis, Alans, Khazars, Turks, and 
others-who served in the caliph's army.' In the course of the 
ninth century, slave armies appeared all over the Islamic 
empire. Sometimes, as in North Africa and later Egypt, they 
were recruited by ambitious governors seeking to create 


autonomous and hereditary principalities and requiring 
troops who would be loyal to them against their immediate 
subjects and their imperial suzerains. Sometimes it was the 
caliphs themselves who recruited such armies. Such, for 
example, were the palace guards recruited by the Umayyad 
Caliph al-Hakam in Cordova and the Abbasid Caliph al- 
Mu tasim in Iraq.’ 


This was a new institution in Islam. The patriarchal 
caliphs, and their successors for more than a hundred years, 
had no slave praetorian guards, but were protected in their 
palace by a small force of free Arabs and, under the early 
Abbasids, freed soldiers and their descendants from 
Khurasan. Within a remarkably short time, the slave palace 
guard became the norm for Muslim rulers, and rapidly 
developed into a slave army, serving both to maintain the 
ruler in his palace and his capital and, for a sultan, to uphold 
his imperial authority in the provinces. In the East, slave 
soldiers were recruited mainly among the Turkish and to a 
lesser extent among the Iranian peoples of the Eurasian 
steppe and of Central and inner Asia; in the West, from the 
Berbers of North Africa and from the Slavs of Europe. Some 
soldiers, particularly in Egypt and North Africa, were brought 
from among the black peoples farther south. As the frontiers 
of Islam steadily expanded through conversion and 
annexation, the periphery was pushed farther and farther 
away, and the enslaved barbarians came from ever-remoter 
regions in Asia, Africa, and, to a very limited extent, Europe. 


Some of these soldiers were captured in wars, raids, and 
forays. The more usual practice, however, was for them to be 
purchased, for money, on the Islamic frontiers. It was in this 
way that Muslims bought and imported the Central Asian 
Turks who came to constitute the vast majority of eastern 
Muslim armies. Captured and sold to the Muslims at a very 
tender age, they were given a careful and elaborate 


education and training, not only in the military arts but also 
in the norms of Islamic civilization. From their ranks were 
drawn the soldiers, then the officers, and finally the 
commanders of the armies of Islam. From this it was only a 
step to the ultimate paradox, the slave kings who ruled in 
Cairo, in Delhi, and in other capitals. Even the Ottomans, 
though themselves a freeborn imperial dynasty, relied for 
their infantry on the celebrated slave corps of Janissaries, 
and most of the sultans were themselves sons of slave 
mothers. 


Various explanations have been offered for the reliance of 
Muslim sovereigns on slave armies. An obvious merit of the 
military slave, for the kings or generals who owned him, was 
his habit of prompt and unquestioning obedience to orders-a 
quality less likely to be found among freeborn volunteers or 
even among conscripts, in the relatively few times and 
places when conscription was known or feasible before the 
nineteenth century. Perhaps the most’ convincing 
explanation of the growth of the slave armies is the eternal 
need of autocratic rulers for an armed force which would 
support and maintain their rule yet neither limit it with 
intermediate powers nor threaten it with the challenge of 
opposing loyalties. An army constantly renewed by slaves 
imported from abroad would form no hereditary nobility; an 
army manned and commanded by aliens could neither claim 
nor create any loyalties or bases of support among the local 
population. 


Such soldiers, it was assumed, would have no loyalty but 
to their masters, that is, to the monarchs who bought and 
employed them. But their loyalty, all too often, was to the 
regiment and to its commanders, many of whom ultimately 
themselves became kings. The mamluk sultans and emirs 
who ruled Egypt, Syria, and western Arabia for two-and-a- 
half centuries, until the Ottoman conquest in 1517, 


rigorously excluded their own freeborn and locally born 
offspring from the apparatus of political and military power, 
including even the sultanate itself. They nevertheless 
succeeded in maintaining their system for centuries. In part, 
the common bond of mamluk regiments was ethnic. Many 
regiments, and the quarters which they inhabited, were 
based on ethnic and even tribal groups. But in the main, the 
bond was social rather than racial. At a certain stage in his 
career, the mamluk was emancipated, and, on becoming a 
freeman, himself bought and owned mamluks who, rather 
than his physical sons, were his true successors. The most 
powerful bond and loyalty, within the mamluk system, was 
that owed by the slave to his master, and, after 
manumission, by the freedman to his patron. 


In the military sense, the slave armies were remarkably 
effective. In the later Middle Ages, it was the mamluks of 
Egypt who finally defeated and expelled the Crusaders and 
halted the Mongol advance across the Middle East, the 
Ottoman Janissary infantry who conquered Southeastern 
Europe. It was in accordance with the logic of the system 
that the mamluk armies of Egypt consisted mainly of slaves 
imported from the Turkish and Circassian peoples of the 
Black Sea area, while the Ottoman Janissaries were recruited 
mainly from the Slavic and Albanian populations of the 
Balkans. 


lbn Khaldun, surely the greatest of all Arab historians, 
writing in the fourteenth century, saw in the coming of the 
Turks and in the institution of slavery by which they came, 
the manifestation of God's providential concern for the 
safety and survival of the Muslim state and people: 


When the [Abbasid] state was drowned in decadence 
and luxury ... and overthrown by the heathen Tatars ... 
because the people of the faith had become deficient in 


energy and reluctant to rally in defense ... then it was 
God's benevolence that He rescued the faith by 
reviving its dying breath and restoring the unity of the 
Muslims in the Egyptian realms.... He did this by 
sending to the Muslims, from among this Turkish nation 
and its great and numerous tribes, rulers to defend 
them and utterly loyal helpers, who were brought ... to 
the House of Islam under the rule of slavery, which 
hides in itself a divine blessing. By means of slavery 
they learn glory and blessing and are exposed to divine 
providence; cured by slavery, they enter the Muslim 
religion with the firm resolve of true believers and yet 
with nomadic virtues unsullied by debased nature, 
unadulterated by the filth of pleasure, undefiled by 
ways of civilized living, and with their ardor unbroken 
by the profusion of luxury.... Thus one intake comes 
after another and generation follows generation, and 
Islam rejoices in the benefit which it gains through 
them, and the branches of the kingdom flourish with 
the freshness of youth." 


Most of the military slaves of Islam were white-Turks and 
Caucasians in the East, Slavs and other Europeans in the 
West. Black military slaves were, however, not unknown and 
indeed at certain periods were of importance. Individual 
black fighting men, both slaves and free, are mentioned as 
having participated in raiding and warfare in pre-Islamic and 
early Islamic times. According to the biographies and 
histories of the Prophet, there were several blacks, both in 
his army and in the armies of his pagan enemies. One of 
them, called Wahshi, an Ethiopian slave, distinguished 
himself in the battles against the Prophet at Uhud and at the 
Ditch; and later, after the Muslim capture of Mecca, he 
fought for the Muslims in the wars that followed the death of 
the Prophet. Black soldiers appear occasionally in early 


Abbasid times,"' and after the slave rebellion in southern 
lrag, in which blacks displayed terrifying military prowess, 
they were recruited into the infantry corps of the caliphs in 
Baghdad. Ahmad b. Tulun (d. 884), the first independent 
ruler of Muslim Egypt, relied very heavily on black slaves, 
probably Nubians, for his armed forces; at his death he is 
said to have left, among other possessions, twentyfour 
thousand white mamluks and forty-five thousand blacks." 
These were organized in separate corps, and accommodated 
in separate quarters at the military cantonments.''"’ When 
Khumarawayh, the son and successor of Ahmad ibn Tulun, 
rode in procession, he was followed, according to a 
chronicler, by a thousand black guards 


wearing black cloaks and black turbans, so that a 
watcher could fancy them to be a black sea spreading 
over the face of the earth, because of the blackness of 
their color and of their garments. With the glitter of 
their shields, of the chasing on their swords, and of the 
helmets under their turbans, they made a really 
splendid sight.13 


The black troops were the most faithful supporters of the 
dynasty, and shared its fate. When the Tulunids were 
overthrown at the beginning of 905, the restoration of 
caliphal authority was followed by a massacre of the black 
infantry and the burning of their quarters: 


Then the cavalry turned against the cantonments of the 
Tulunid blacks, seized as many of them as they could, 
and took them to Muhammad ibn Sulayman the new 
governor sent by the caliph]. He was on horseback, 
amid his escort. He gave orders to slaughter them, and 
they were slaughtered in his presence like sheep.14 


A similar fate befell the black infantry in Baghdad in 930, 
when they were attacked and massacred by the white 
cavalry, with the help of other troops and of the populace, 
and their quarters burned.15 Thereafter, black soldiers 
virtually disappear from the armies of the eastern caliphate. 


In Egypt, the manpower resources of Nubia were too good 
to neglect, and the traffic down the Nile continued to 
provide slaves for military as well as other purposes. Black 
soldiers served the various rulers of medieval Egypt. and 
under the Fatimid caliphs of Cairo black regiments, Known as 
Abid al- Shird', "the slaves by purchase," formed an 
important part of the military establishment. They were 
particularly prominent in the mid-eleventh century, during 
the reign of al-Mustansir, when for a while the real ruler of 
Egypt was the caliph's mother, a Sudanese slave woman of 
remarkable strength of character. There were frequent 
clashes between black regiments and those of other races 
and occasional friction with the civil population. One such 
incident occurred in 1021, when the Caliph al-Hakim sent 
his black troops against the people of Fustat (old Cairo), and 
the white troops joined forces to defend them. A 
contemporary chronicler of these events describes an orgy 
of burning, plunder, and rape.' In 1062 and again in 1067 
the black troops were defeated by their white colleagues in 
pitched battles and driven out of Cairo to Upper Egypt. Later 
they returned, and played a role of some importance under 
the last Fatimid caliphs. 


With the fall of the Fatimids, the black troops again paid 
the price of their loyalty. Among the most faithful supporters 
of the Fatimid Caliphate, they were also among the last to 
resist its overthrow by Saladin, ostensibly the caliph's vizier 
but in fact the new master of Egypt. By the time of the last 
Fatimid caliph, al-'Adid, the blacks had achieved a position 
of power. The black eunuchs wielded great influence in the 


palace; the black troops formed a major element in the 
Fatimid army. It was natural that they should resist the 
vizier's encroachments. In 1169 Saladin learned of a plot by 
the caliph's chief black eunuch to remove him, allegedly in 
collusion with the Crusaders in Palestine. Saladin acted 
swiftly; the offender was seized and decapitated and 
replaced in his office by a white eunuch. The other black 
eunuchs of the caliph's palace were also dismissed. The 
black troops in Cairo were infuriated by this summary 
execution of one whom they regarded as their spokesman 
and defender. Moved, according to a chronicler, by "racial 
solidarity" (jinsiyya)," they prepared for battle. In two hot 
August days, an estimated fifty thousand blacks fought 
against Saladin's army in the area between the two palaces, 
of the caliph and the vizier. 


Two reasons are given for their defeat. One was their 
betrayal by the Fatimid Caliph al--Adid, whose cause they 
believed they were defending against the usurping vizier: 


Al-'Adid had gone up to his belvedere tower, to watch 
the battle between the palaces. It is said that he 
ordered the men in the palace to shoot arrows and 
throw stones at [Saladin's] troops, and they did so. 
Others say that this was not done by his choice. Shams 
al-Dawla [Saladin's brother] sent naphtha-throwers to 
burn down al-'Adid's belvedere. One of them was about 
to do this when the door of the belvedere tower opened 
and out came a caliphal aide, who said: "The 
Commander of the Faithful greets Shams al-Dawla, and 
says: Beware of the [black] slave dogs! Drive them out 
of the country!’ " The blacks were sustained by the 
belief that al-'Adid was pleased with what they did. 
When they heard this, their strength was sapped, their 
courage waned, and they fled.'8 


The other reason, it is said, was an attack on their homes. 
During the battle between the palaces, Saladin sent a 
detachment to the black quarters, with instructions "to burn 
them down on their possessions and their children." 
Learning of this, the blacks tried to break off the battle and 
return to their families but were caught in the streets and 
destroyed. This encounter is variously known in Arabic 
annals as "the Battle of the Blacks" and "the Battle of the 
Slaves."" Though the conflict was not primarily racial, it 
acquired a racial aspect, which is reflected in some of the 
verses composed in honor of Saladin's victory. Maqrizi, in a 
comment on this episode, complains of the power and 
arrogance of the blacks: 


If they had a grievance against a vizier, they killed him; 
and they caused much damage by stretching out their 
hands against the property and families of the people. 
When their outrages were many and their misdeeds 
increased. God destroyed them for their sins.20 


Sporadic resistance by groups of black soldiers continued, 
but was finally crushed after a few years. While the white 
units of the Fatimid army were incorporated by Saladin in his 
own forces, the blacks were not. The black regiments were 
disbanded, and black fighting men did not reappear in the 
armies of Egypt for centuries. Under the mamluk sultans, 
blacks were employed in the army in a menial role, as 
servants of the knights.2' There was a clear distinction 
between these servants, who were black and slaves, and the 
knights’ orderlies and grooms, who were white and free. 


Though black slaves no longer served as soldiers in Egypt, 
they still fought occasionally-as rebels or rioters. In 1260, 
during the transition from the Ayyubid to the mamluk 
sultanate, black stableboys and some others seized horses 
and weapons, and staged a minor insurrection in Cairo. They 


proclaimed their allegiance to the Fatimids and followed a 
religious leader who "incited them to rise against the people 
of the state; he granted them fiefs and wrote them deeds of 
assignment." 


The end was swift: "When they rebelled during the night, 
the troops rode in, surrounded them, and shackled them; by 
morning they were crucified outside the Zuwayla gate."" 


The same desire among the slaves to emulate the forms 
and trappings of the mamluk state is expressed in a more 
striking form in an incident in 1446, when some five 
hundred slaves, tending their masters' horses in the 
pasturages outside Cairo, took arms and set up a miniature 
state and court of their own. One of them was called sultan 
and was installed on a throne in a carpeted pavilion; others 
were dignified with the titles of the chief officers of the 
mamluk court, including the vizier, the commander in chief, 
and even the governors of Damascus and Aleppo. They 
raided grain caravans and other traffic and were even willing 
to buy the freedom of a colleague. They succumbed to 
internal dissensions. Their "sultan" was challenged by 
another claimant, and in the ensuing struggles the revolt 
was suppressed. Many of the slaves were recaptured and the 
rest fled.23 


Toward the end of the fifteenth century, black slaves were 
admitted to units using firearms-a socially despised weapon 
in the mamluk knightly society. When a sultan tried to show 
some favor to his black arquebusiers, he provoked violent 
antagonism from the mamluk knights, which he was not able 
to resist. In 1498 "a great disturbance occurred in Cairo." 
The sultan (according to the chronicler) had outraged the 
mamluks by conferring two boons on a black slave called 
Farajallah, chief of the firearms personnel in the citadelfirst, 
giving him a white Circassian slave girl from the palace as 


wife, and second, granting him a short-sleeved tunic, a 
characteristic garment of the mamluks: 


On beholding this spectacle [says the chronicler] the 
Royal mamluks expressed their disapproval to the 
sultan, and they put on their ... armour... and armed 
themselves with their full equipment. A battle broke out 
between them and the black slaves, who numbered 
about five hundred. The black slaves ran away and 
gathered again in the towers of the citadel and fired at 
the Royal mamluks. The Royal mamluks marched on 
them, killing Farajallah and about fifty of the black 
Slaves; the rest fled; two Royal mamluks were killed. 
Then the emirs and the sultan's maternal uncle, the 
Great Dawadar, met the sultan and told him: "We 
disapprove of these acts of yours [and if you persist in 
them, it would be better for you to] ride by night in the 
narrow by-streets and go away together with those 
black slaves to far-off places!" The sultan answered: "I 
Shall desist from this, and these black slaves will be sold 
to the Turkmans."24 


In the Islamic West black slave troops were more frequent, 
and sometimes even included cavalry-something virtually 
unknown in the East. The first emir of Cordova, “Abd al- 
Rahman I, is said to have kept a large personal guard of 
black troops; and black military slaves were used, especially 
to maintain order, by his successors. Black units, probably 
recruited by purchase via Zawila in Fezzan (now southern 
Libya), figure in the armies of the rulers of Tunisia between 
the ninth and eleventh centuries.25 Black troops became 
important from the seventeenth century, after the Moroccan 
military expansion into the Western Sudan. The Moroccan 
Sultan Mawlay Ismail (16721727) had an army of black 
Slaves, said to number 250,000. The nucleus of this army 
was provided by the conscription or compulsory purchase of 


all male blacks in Morocco; it was supplemented by levies on 
the slaves and serfs of the Saharan tribes and slave raids 
into southern Mauritania. These soldiers were mated with 
black slave girls, to produce the next generation of male 
soldiers and female servants. The youngsters began training 
at ten and were mated at fifteen.26 After the sultan's death 
in 1727, a period of anarchic internal struggles followed, 
which some contemporaries describe as a conflict between 
blacks and whites. The philosopher David Hume, writing at 
about the same time, saw such a conflict as absurd and 
comic, and used it to throw ridicule on all sectarian and 
factional strife: 


The civil wars which arose some few years ago in 
Morocco between the Blacks and Whites, merely on 
account of their complexion, are founded on a pleasant 
difference. We laugh at them; but, | believe, were things 
rightly examined, we afford much more occasion of 
ridicule to the Moors. For, what are all the wars of 
religion, which have prevailed in this polite and 
knowing part of the world? They are certainly more 
absurd than the Moorish civil wars. The difference of 
complexion is a sensible and a real difference; but the 
controversy about an article of faith, which is utterly 
absurd and unintelligible, is not a difference in 
sentiment, but in a few phrases and expressions, which 
one party accepts of without understanding them, and 
the other refuses in the same manner... . Besides, | do 
not find that the Whites in Morocco ever imposed on the 
Blacks any necessity of altering their complexion... 
nor have the Blacks been more unreasonable in this 
particular.27 


In 1757 a new sultan, Sidi Muhammad Ill, came to the 
throne. He decided to disband the black troops and rely 
instead on Arabs. With a promise of royal favor, he induced 


the blacks to come to Larache with their families and worldly 
possessions. There he had them surrounded by Arab 
tribesmen, to whom he gave their possessions as booty and 
the black soldiers, their wives, and their children as slaves. "I 
make you a gift," he said, "of these abid, of their children, 
their horses, their weapons, and all they possess. Share 
them among you."29 


Blacks were occasionally recruited into the mamluk forces 
in Egypt at the end of the eighteenth century. "When the 
supply [of white slaves] proves insufficient," says a 
contemporary observer, W. G. Browne, "or many have been 
expended, black slaves from the interior of Africa are 
substituted, and if found docile, are armed and accoutred 
like the rest." This is confirmed by Louis Frank, a medical 
officer with Bonaparte's expedition to Egypt, who wrote an 
important memoir on the Negro slave trade in Cairo. ' 


In| the nineteenth century, black military slaves 
reappeared in Egypt in considerable numbers; their 
recruitment was indeed one of the main purposes of the 
Egyptian advance up the Nile under Muhammad “Ali Pasha 
(reigned 1805-49) and his successors. Collected by annual 
razzias (raids) from Darfur and Kordofan, they constituted an 
important part of the Khedivial armies and _ incidentally 
furnished the bulk of the Egyptian expeditionary force which 
Said Pasha sent to Mexico in 1863, in support of the 
French.3' An English traveler writing in 1825 had this to say 
about black soldiers in the Egyptian army: 


When the negro troops were first brought down to 
Alexandria, nothing could exceed their insubordination 
and wild demeanour; but they learned the military 
evolutions in half the time of the Arabs; and | always 
observed they went through the manoeuvres with ten 
times the adroitness of the others. It is the fashion here, 


as well as in our colonies, to consider the negroes as the 
last link in the chain of humanity, between the monkey 
tribe and man in intellect; and | do not suffer the 
eloquence of the slave driver to convince me that the 
negro is so stultified as to be unfit for freedom.31 


Even in Turkey, liberated black slaves were sometimes 
recruited into the armed forces, often as a means to prevent 
their reenslavement. Some of these reached officer rank. A 
British naval report, dated January 25, 1858, speaks of black 
marines serving with the Turkish navy: 


They are from the class of freed slaves or slaves 
abandoned by merchants unable to sell them. There are 
always many such at Tripoli. | believe the government 
acquainted the Porte with the embarrassment caused 
by their numbers and irregularities, and this mode of 
relief was adopted. Those brought by the Faizi Bari, 
about 70 in number, were on their arrival enrolled as a 
Black company in the marine corps. They are in exactly 
the same position with respect to pay, quarters, rations, 
and clothing as the Turkish marines, and will equally 
receive their discharge at the expiration of the allotted 
term of service. They are in short on the books of the 
navy. They have received very kind treatment here, 
lodged in warm rooms with charcoal burning in them 
day and night. A negro Mulazim [lieutenant] and some 
negro tchiaoushes [sergeants], already in the service 
have been appointed to look after and instruct them. 
They have drilled in the manual exercise in their warm 
quarters, and have not been set to do any duty on 
account of the weather. They should not have been sent 
here in winter. Those among them unwell on their 
arrival were sent at once to the naval hospital. Two only 
have died of the whole number. The men in the barracks 
are healthy and appear contented. No amount of 


ingenuity can conjure up any connexion between their 
condition and the condition of slavery.32 


While the slave in arms was, with few exceptions, an 
Islamic innovation, the slave in authority dates hack to 
remote antiquity. Already in Sumerian times, kings 
appointed slaves to positions of prestige and even power-or, 
perhaps more accurately, treated certain of their court 
functionaries as royal slaves. Different words were used to 
denote such privileged slaves, distinct from those applied to 
the menial and laboring generality. Under the Abbasid 
caliphs and under later Muslim dynasties, men of slave 
origin, usually but not always manumitted, figured 
prominently in the royal entourage. The system of court 
Slavery reached its final and fullest development in the 
Ottoman Empire, where virtually all the servants of the 
state, both civil and military, had the status of kul, 33 
"slave," of the Gate, that is, of the sultan. The only 
exceptions were the members of the religious establishment. 
The Ottoman kul was not a slave in terms of Islamic law, and 
was free from most of the restraints imposed on slaves in 
such matters as marriage, property, and legal responsibility. 
He was, however, subject to the arbitrary power of the 
sultan, who was free to dispose of his assets, his person, and 
his life in ways not permitted by the law in relation to free- 
or freedmen. This perception of the status of political 
officeholders and their relationship to the supreme sovereign 
power was of course by no means limited to the Ottoman 
Empire, or indeed to the Islamic world. 
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The Nineteenth Century 
and After 


From the late eighteenth century onward there are 
numerous accounts, by contemporary, mostly European, 
observers, of the processes by which African slaves were 
caught, transported, and sold in the markets of the Middle 
East and North Africa.' A Tunisian traveler who visited Darfur 
at the beginning of the nineteenth century even offers an 
otherwise unconcerned story of farms where blacks were 
raised for sale: 


Certain rich people living in the town have installed 
these blacks [from the neighboring mountains] on their 
farms, to have them reproduce, and, as we sell sheep 
and cattle, so they, every year, sell those of their 
children that are ready for this. There are some of them 
who own five or six hundred male and female slaves, 
and merchants come to them at all times, to buy male 
and female slaves chosen to be sold.’ 


This new account probably reflects an expansion of the 
trade, due to events farther north. The establishment of 
Russian domination in Eastern Europe and the Russian 
annexation of the Crimea in 1783 had finally ended the 
profitable trade of the Tatars, who for centuries had reaped 
an annual harvest of slaves from the villages of the Ukraine 
and adjoining lands and exported their crop to the slave 
markets of Istanbul and other Ottoman cities. The once- 
plentiful supply of white slaves from Central and Western 
Europe had long since dwindled to a mere trickle; and after 
the Russian annexation of the Caucasian lands circa 1801- 
28, the last remaining source of white slaves for the Islamic 
world was reduced and finally stopped.' Deprived of their 


Georgians and Circassians, the Muslim states turned 
elsewhere, and a large scale revival of slaving in black Africa 
took place. This was furthered by the Egyptian advance up 
the Nile at the time of Muhammad “Ali Pasha. 


The classical routes, developed in medieval times, lay 
from West Africa (Guinea, from the Berber word igginaw [pl. 
gnawa] meaning "black") across the Sahara to Morocco, 
Algeria, and Tunisia; from the Sudan down the Nile or 
through the desert to Egypt; and from East Africa across the 
Red Sea and Indian Ocean to Arabia, Iraq, Iran, and beyond. 
Other, later routes led from Kano via Agades and Ghadames 
to Tripoli, and from Waday and Darfur via Borku and Tibesti 
to Kufra and Cyrenaica. 


With the growth of European influence in Egypt and the 
Maghrib and the involvement of the Ottoman government in 
the attempt to suppress the traffic in black slaves, those 
routes and markets which were remote from. scrutiny 
acquired a new importance. One was in the country which is 
now called Libya. Tripoli and Benghazi became major 
centers of the slave trade, drawing their supplies from Chad 
and sometimes as far as Nigeria, and exporting them to the 
Ottoman provinces in Europe as well as Asia.’ Often these 
Slaves endured great hardship in the course of the journey 
from their homes to their destinations. A Turkish letter of 
November 1849, sent by the reforming Grand Vezir Mustafa 
Reshid Pasha to the Ottoman governor of Tripoli, refers to the 
death by thirst of sixteen hundred black slaves, on their way 
from Bornu to Fezzan in southern Libya: "While our Holy Law 
permits slavery, it requires that slaves be treated with 
fatherly care, and those who act in a contrary manner will be 
condemned by God." The governor was ordered to punish 
the guilty slavedealers and to ensure that such disasters did 
not recur. From British consular reports of the late 
nineteenth century, it is clear that this traffic, and the 


suffering it entailed, continued.’ As late as 1912, a Turkish 
officer serving against the Italians in Tripolitania, noted in 
his diary: 


A special embassy from the Grand Senussi Sidi Anmad 
Sharif is on its way, to bring the Grand Senussi's 
greetings and gifts: two negresses, ivory, etc. Heavens, 
what shall | do with the black ladies? He is also sending 
me his own gun, which he has blessed .6 


The officer was Enver Bey, later, as Enver Pasha, the Defense 
Minister of the last Young Turk government in Istanbul. The 
"Grand Senussi" was the chief of the Sanusiyya, the 
dominant Muslim religious order in Libya. 


Another important center of the trade was the Hijaz, 
which was exempt from the Ottoman decrees prohibiting or 
restricting the traffic in African slaves' and was _ not, 
therefore, subject to restraint or supervision. This gave a 
new role to the slave market of Mecca. Slaves were imported 
to the Hijaz by sea from East Africa and sent from there to 
the North and even to Egypt." In a dispatch dated March 17, 
1877, the British vice-consul in Damascus, who had been 
instructed to use his best efforts to prevent this traffic, 
reported: 


Having brought to the notice of the new Governor 
General, Zia Pasha, the practice of importing African 
Slaves from the markets of Mecca, with the [Pilgrim] 
Caravan, for sale in Syria, His Excellency informed me 
that he had already given very strict orders to prevent 
such abuses. 


His Excellency's orders have not, however, met with 
the success which he stated to me he expected, as 
slaves were brought as usual.9 


A third route, by which slaves were exported from the 
Sudan, both down the Nile to Egypt and across the Red Sea 
to Arabia, was one of the oldest of all. It was briefly 
suppressed, thanks to British and Egyptian initiatives in the 
late seventies and early eighties in the nineteenth century, 
partially restored with the success of the Mahdist revolt, and 
Suppressed again after the AngloEgyptian reconquest in 
1896-98.10 


The main purpose for which blacks were imported was 
domestic service. A certain number of free blacks also found 
employment, and in Arabia they could rise to important 
positions. In Egypt their role was usually humble. At the end 
of the eighteenth century, W. G. Browne noted that in Cairo 
“exclusively of negro slaves in every house, there are free 
blacks from Nubia, who act as porters at the gates of the 
rich, and sometimes sell bouza and eatables."" Black slaves 
for domestic use were very common during the nineteenth 
century in Egypt, in Turkey, and in the other Ottoman lands; 
and some survivors can still be met in these countries. The 
Nubian porter, servant, or hawker remains a familiar figure 
in Egypt to this day. African women were often kept as 
concubines, since only the wealthy could afford Circassian or 
other white slaves. Abyssinians--darker than whites, but 
lighter than blacksoccupied an intermediate position, as 
Edward Lane, who was in Egypt between 1833 and 1835, 
explains: 


The hareem may consist, first, of a wife, or wives (to the 
number of four); secondly, of female slaves, some of 
whom, namely, white and (as they are commonly 
called) Abyssinian (but more properly Galla) slaves, are 
generally concubines and others (the black slaves) kept 
merely for servile offices, as cooking, waiting upon the 
ladies, &c; thirdly, of female free servants, who are, in 
no case, concubines, or not legitimately so. The male 


dependents may consist of white and of black slaves, 
and free servants; but are mostly of the last-mentioned 
class. Very few of the Egyptians avail themselves of the 
licence, which their religion allows them, of having four 
wives; and still smaller is the number of those who have 
two or more wives, and concubines besides. Even most 
of those men who have but one wife are content, for the 
sake of domestic peace, if for no other reason, to remain 
without a concubine-slave: but some prefer the 
possession of an Abyssinian slave to the more 
expensive maintenance of a wife; and keep a black 
Slave-girl, or an Egyptian female servant, to wait upon 
her, to clean and keep in order the apartments of the 
hareem, and to cook.... 


The white female slaves are mostly in the possession 
of wealthy Turks. The concubine-slaves in the houses of 
Egyptians of the higher and middle classes are, 
generally, what are termed "Habasheeyehs," that is, 
Abyssinians, of a deep brown or bronze complexion. In 
their features, as well as their complexions, they appear 
to be an intermediate race between the negroes and 
white people: but the difference between them and 
either of the above-mentioned races is considerable. 
They themselves, however, think that they differ so 
little from the white people that they cannot be 
persuaded to act as servants, with due obedience, to 
their master's wives; and the black (or negro) slave-girl 
feels exactly in the same manner towards the 
Abyssinian, but is perfectly willing to serve the white 
ladies. . . . Most of them [the Abyssinians] are 
handsome. The average price of one of these girls is 
from ten to fifteen pounds sterling, if moderately 
handsome; but this is only about half the sum that used 
to be given for one a few years ago. They are much 
esteemed by the voluptuaries of Egypt; but are of 


delicate constitution: many of them die, in this country, 
from consumption. The price of a white slave-girl is 
usually from treble to tenfold that of an Abyssinian; and 
the price of a black girl, about half or two-thirds, or 
considerably more if well instructed in the art of 
cookery. The black slaves are generally employed as 
menials.12 


A similar distinction between true blacks and Abyssinians 
was noted by several travelers in Arabia. The same point is 
made by Arnold Kemball, British assistant resident in the 
Persian Gulf, in a report on the African slave trade dated July 
8, 1842. In the former group, 


the Men are employed in all hard and out door work, the 
women in cooking, bringing water, etc. and but very 
rarely aS concubines except by the poorer and lower 
classes. 


As to the Abyssinians, 


Slaves of both sexes are at all times much cared for well 
clothed and well fed. The Males are early sent to school 
and having learnt to read and write are employed in the 
performance of house duties... and very frequently if 
intelligent in the most trustworthy situations as 
supercargos of ships, stewards and superintendents. 


The Females are most generally retained as 
concubines or employed in the lightest duties as 
attendants in Harems... . 


Nubian and Hubshee [Abyssinian] Eunuchs are very 
high priced and only to be seen in the Service of the 
King, Nobles and very rich Merchants.' 3 


Eunuchs were in fact required in considerable numbers, in 
many countries, for households from the palace downward. 
They were also employed in the service of mosques. By a 
custom established in the late Middle Ages which continued 
into the twentieth century. the custodians of the tomb of the 
Prophet in Medina were eunuchs, mostly black, recruited by 
purchase at an early age and groomed for their sacred 
duties, which gave them an almost priestly status." 


In earlier times eunuchs had been recruited from both 
white and black slaves, and the Ottoman _ palace 
establishment, for example, had included separate corps of 
black and white eunuchs, each with its own chief. From the 
sixteenth century onward, the white eunuchs in the palace 
declined both in numbers and in influence. The black 
eunuchs increased correspondingly, and their chief, known 
as the Kizlar Agast, the "Aga of the Girls," was one of the 
most powerful figures at the Ottoman court. The corps of 
eunuchs was virtually the only route by which a black could 
attain to high office.15 


Most eunuchs, of course, remained in humble 
employment.16 By the nineteenth century they were 
recruited overwhelmingly from Africa. According to Louis 
Frank, writing in 1802, between one and two hundred 
African boys were castrated every year at Abu Tig in Upper 
Egypt, on the slave caravan route from the Sudan to Cairo. 
The victims were usually boys between eight and ten years 
old-never older. A eunuch, he notes, could be sold at double 
the price of an ordinary Negro, “and it is this increase in 
price which determines the owners, or rather usSurpers, to 
have some of these wretches mutilated."" 


Rather more detail is given by the Swiss Arabist J. L. 
Burckhardt, who traveled extensively in Upper Egypt and 
the Sudan in 1813 and 1814. He found two places where 


slaves were mutilated in this way. The less important of the 
two was at a place west of Darfur, from which a few eunuchs 
went to Egypt and the remainder were "sent as presents by 
the Negro sovereigns to the great mosques at Mekka and 
Medina, by the way of Souakin." The main center was at 
Zawiyat al-Dayr, a predominantly Coptic village near Asyut 
(Siout) in Upper Egypt. Here, says Burckhardt, was 


the great manufactory which supplies all European, and 
the greater part of Asiatic Turkey with these guardians 
of female virtue.... The operators, during my stay in that 
part of the country, were two Coptic monks, who were 
said to excel all their predecessors in dexterity, and who 
had a house in which the victims were received. Their 
profession is held in contempt even by the vilest 
Egyptians; but they are protected by the government, 
to which they pay an annual tax; and the great profits 
which accrue to the owners of the slaves in 
consequence of their undergoing this cruel operation, 
tempts them to consent to an act which many of them 
in their hearts abhor. The operation itself, however 
extraordinary it may appear, very seldom proves fatal. | 
know certainly, that of sixty boys upon whom it was 
performed in the autumn of 1813, only two died; and 
every person whom | questioned on the subject in Siout, 
assured me that even this was above the usual 
proportion, the deaths being seldom more than two in a 
hundred. As the greater number undergo the operation 
immediately after the arrival of the Darfour and Sennaar 
caravans from Siout, | had no opportunity of witnessing 
it but it has been described to me by several persons 
who have often seen it performed. The boys chosen are 
between the age of eight and twelve years, for at a 
more advanced age, there is a great risk of its proving 
fatal. 


A youth on whom this operation has been successfully 
performed is worth one thousand piastres at Siout; he 
had probably cost his master, a few weeks before, about 
three hundred; and the Copt is paid from forty-five to 
sixty for his operation. This enormous profit stifles every 
sentiment of mercy which the traders might otherwise 
entertain. About one hundred and fifty eunuchs are 
made annually. Two years ago, Mohammed Aly Pasha 
caused two hundred young Darfour slaves to be 
mutilated, whom he sent as a present to the Grand 
Signor. The custom of keeping eunuchs has greatly 
diminished in Egypt, as well as in Syria. In the former 
country, except in the harems of the Pasha and his sons, 
| do not think that more than three hundred could be 
found; and they are still more uncommon in Syria. In 
these countries there is great danger in the display of 
wealth; and the individual who keeps so many female 
Slaves as to require an eunuch for their guardian, 
becomes a tempting object to the rapacity of the 
government. White eunuchs are extremely rare in the 
Turkish dominions.18 


Later, castration was forbidden on Egyptian soil, and 
eunuchs were bought ready-made from the Sudan. 


Kemball's indication that African slaves were used for 
“hard and out door work" as well as the more commonly 
cited domestic tasks is confirmed in other sources and dates 
back to early times. Travel accounts-and more particularly 
consular reports-sent at the time of the British anti-slavery 
Campaign, suggest the wide use of slave labor in agriculture 
and construction.'9 In nineteenth-century Egypt, African 
slaves were imported for economic use, chiefly agricultural. 
Slave gangs were employed in sugar plantations and on 
irrigation works; the boom in Egyptian cotton during the 
American Civil War enabled newly prosperous Egyptian 


farmers to spend "some of their profits in the purchase of 
slaves to help them in the cultivation of their lands."" 


Most of the known black slaves were domestic and lived 
as part of a household. On the evidence of European 
travelers, they suffered terribly at the hands and under the 
lash of slavers and slavedealers from capture until final sale 
but were well treated by their urban masters. 


The drying up of the sources of white slaves, while greatly 
increasing the depredations of the slaveraiders in Africa, 
also brought some benefit to those black slaves who 
survived their capture and transportation and reached their 
destinations. In the absence of white slaves, black slaves 
were increasingly given tasks and positions which were 
previously the preserve of whites, and acquitted themselves 
to the satisfaction of their masters. In the course of the 
nineteenth century, black slaves-and more frequently black 
freedmen-are found occupying important positions and 
often exercising great power. This occurs quite frequently in 
Arabia, much less frequently in other parts of the Middle 
East and North Africa. 
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Abolition 


In the course of the nineteenth century the revulsion against 
Slavery, which gave rise to a strong abolitionist movement in 
England, and later in other Western countries, began to 
affect the Islamic lands. What was involved was not, initially, 
the abolition of the institution of slavery but its alleviation 
and in particular the restriction and _ ultimately the 
elimination of the slave trade. Islamic law, in contrast to the 
ancient and colonial systems, accords the slave a certain 
legal status and assigns obligations as well as rights to the 
Slaveowner. The manumission of slaves, though 
recommended as a meritorious act, is not required, and the 
institution of slavery not only is recognized but is 
elaborately regulated by Shari'a law. Perhaps for this very 
reason the position of the domestic slave in Muslim society 
was in most respects better than in either classical antiquity 
or the nineteenth-century Americas. 


While, however, the life of the slave in Muslim society was 
no worse, and in some ways was better, than that of the free 
poor, the processes of acquisition and transportation often 
imposed appalling hardships. It was these which drew the 
main attention of European opponents of slavery, and it was 
to the elimination of this traffic, particularly in Africa, that 
their main efforts were directed. 


The abolition of slavery itself would hardly have been 
possible. From a Muslim point of view, to forbid what God 
permits is almost as great an offense as to permit what God 
forbids'-and slavery was authorized and regulated by the 
holy law. More specifically, it formed part of the law of 
personal status, the central core of social usage, which 
remained intact and effective even when other sections of 
the holy law, dealing with civil, criminal, and similar matters, 


were tacitly or even openly modified and replaced by 
modern codes. It was from conservative religious quarters 
and notably from the holy cities of Mecca and Medina that 
the strongest resistance to the proposed reforms came. The 
emergence of the holy men and the holy places as the last- 
ditch defenders of slavery against reform is only an apparent 
paradox. They were upholding an institution sanctified by 
scripture, law, and tradition and one which in their eyes was 
necessary to the maintenance of the social structure of 
Muslim life. 


The gradual reduction and eventual elimination of slavery 
were accomplished in most Muslim countries during the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, with some difference for 
whites and blacks. Chattel slavery was abolished by law in 
most of the independent Muslim states of the Middle East at 
various dates between the two World Wars; in 1962 it was 
abolished by the newly established republican regime in 
Yemen, and a few weeks later by royal decree in Saudi 
Arabia. In Iran, it had formally been outlawed by the 
constitution of 1906, though some subsequent legislation 
was needed to give this effect. The last to enact legal 
abolition appears to have been Mauritania, which took this 
step in 1980. There are persistent reports that despite these 
legal measures, slavery, sometimes voluntary, continues in 
several countries.’ 


The initial impetus for abolition had come from Europe, 
and for some time progress in this matter was due almost 
entirely to European urging and action. In the British, 
French, Dutch, and Russian Empires-in that ordergeneral 
abolition had been imposed by the imperial authorities. 
Britain also undertook, by diplomatic pressure supported by 
naval power, to suppress the slave trade from East Africa to 
the Middle East and exacted decrees to this end from the 
sultan of Turkey, the shah of Persia, and the khedive of 


Egypt, as well as from a number of local rulers in Africa and 
Arabia. 


The first Muslim ruler to order the emancipation of black 
slaves was the bey of Tunis, who in January 1846 decreed 
that a deed of enfranchisement should be given to every 
slave who desired it. Among the reasons for this action, he 
notes the uncertainty among Muslim jurists concerning the 
legal basis for "the state of slavery into which the black 
races have fallen" and, significantly, the need to prevent the 
black slaves "from seeking the protection of foreign 
authorities."3 The abolition of black slavery was completed 
after the French occupation. 


In Turkey, the most important surviving independent 
Muslim state, the process of emancipation seems to have 
begun in 1830.' In that year a firman was issued, ordering 
the emancipation of slaves of Christian origin, who had kept 
to their religion. This was a kind of amnesty for Greek and 
other Christian subjects of the Porte who had been reduced 
to slavery as a punishment for participating in the recent 
rebellions. Those who had become Muslims were excluded 
from this emancipation and remained the property of their 
owners.' 


The overwhelming majority of white slaves, both Christian 
and Muslim, came from the Caucasian lands. Though the 
supply was much reduced after the Russian conquest, slaves 
from these lands continued to arrive in the Ottoman Empire 
either overland or by ship to the Turkish Black Sea ports. 
Their movement and subsequent fate were beyond the 
range of influence or of interference of the Western powers 
and were an exclusively Ottoman concern. It was thus 
almost entirely on Ottoman initiative, determined by inter 
nal circumstances and pressures, that the Ottoman state 
undertook, by due process of law, a very substantial 


improvement in their condition, amounting ultimately to the 
effective-even if not the legal-abolition of their servile 
status. Orders against the traffic in white slaves from 
Georgia and Circassia were issued in 1854 and 1855 and 
were in general put into effect.’ 


In 1847 the British were able to win some concessions 
from the Ottoman government about black slaves; and in 
1857 they obtained a major Ottoman firman, prohibiting the 
traffic in black slaves throughout the empire, with the 
exception of the Hijaz.7 


The reasons for this exception are of some interest. By 
early 1855, reports were reaching the Hijaz of current and 
impending Ottoman measures against the slave trade. The 
alarm caused by the limitation of the supply of white slaves 
from the Caucasus and the increasingly severe restriction of 
the importation of black slaves from Africa was heightened 
by news of an order from the governor of Suez, acting on 
instruction from the capital, that slaves brought from the 
Hijaz to Egypt should be sent back. On April 1, 1855, a 
group of prominent merchants in Jedda addressed a letter to 
the leading members of the ulema as well as to the sharif of 
Mecca expressing their concern. They referred’ with 
disapproval to the steps which had already been taken and 
quoted a report that a general ban on the slave trade would 
soon be imposed throughout the empire, together with other 
pernicious and Christian-inspired changes such as the 
emancipation of women and the toleration of religiously 
mixed marriages. This ban, with the whole program of reform 
of which it was alleged to be a part, was condemned by the 
writers of the letter as antilslamic, the more so since all the 
black slaves imported from Africa embraced the Muslim 
religion. 


The letter caused some excitement in Mecca and may 
indeed have been instigated by its ruler, the Sharif “Abd al- 
Muttalib. It provided an occasion for him to consult with the 
chief of the ulema of Mecca, Shaykh Jamal. According to an 
Ottoman source, the sharif told the shaykh that the Crimean 
War, then in progress, would mean the doom of the Ottoman 
Empire whichever way it ended. In any case, the Turks had 
become apostates from Islam, and this was an opportunity to 
rid the holy cities of their domination. The suppression of the 
Slave trade, he is quoted as saying, would be a good pretext. 


The crisis came a few months later when the governor of 
the Hijaz sent an order to the district governor of Mecca 
prohibiting the trade in slaves. The district governor was 
instructed to read the order aloud at the Shari a court of 
Mecca in the presence of the ulema and the sharifs. This 
took place on October 30, 1855, and the audience declared 
their readiness to obey. 


This was the moment for which the sharif had been 
waiting. On his instructions, Shaykh Jamal issued a fatwa 
denouncing the ban on the slave trade as contrary to the 
holy law of Islam. Because of this anti-Islamic act, he said, 
together with such other anti-Islamic actions as allowing 
women to initiate divorce proceedings and to move around 
unveiled, the Turks had become apostates and heathens. It 
was lawful to kill them without incurring criminal penalties 
or bloodwit, and to enslave their children. 


The Turks have become renegades. It is obligatory to 
make war against them and against those who follow 
them. Those who are with us are for heaven and those 
who are with them are for hell. Their blood is lawful and 
their goods are licit." 


The fatwa produced the desired effect. The Ottoman 
authorities in the holy cities were attacked by local leaders 
and populace, and the qadi-an Ottoman appointee-was also 
compelled to sign a declaration condemning the ban on the 
slave trade. Ottoman soldiers were set upon all over Mecca 
as were also some foreign protected persons. A holy war was 
proclaimed against the Ottomans, and the revolt began. 


By June of the following year, the revolt had been 
completely crushed. The sultan's government had, however, 
noted the warning, and took steps to forestall a secession of 
the Ottoman south. In the ban on the trade in black slaves 
promulgated in 1857, the province of the Hijaz was 
exempted. The Sharif “Abd al-Muttalib was in due course 
reappointed, and his continued presence in the Hijaz 
encouraged the slavetraders to ignore the anti-slaving laws 
and to shift their trade to that area. 


The actual enforcement of the ban of 1857 was no easy 
matter, and despite the efforts of both the Ottoman 
authorities and the British navy, the traffic continued. It now 
tended to concentrate in two main areas. One of these was 
the Red Sea, where the exemption of the Hijaz from the 
Ottoman ban on the slave trade gave the slavetraders a 
secure base which they lacked elsewhere; the other was 
Libya, which, after the establishment of British rule in Egypt 
and French rule in Tunisia and Algeria, was the only part of 
Ottoman Africa not subject to foreign control. During the 
third quarter of the nineteenth century, a_ substantial 
proportion of the export of slaves from black Africa to the 
Ottoman lands passed through the ports of Tripoli and later 
Benghazi. Here, too, great efforts were made to stop the 
trade in blacks, and when slaves were detected they were 
promptly freed. This created another problem, since the 
freed slaves were in urgent need of food and shelter and 
also of protection against their former owners, seeking to 


reenslave them. The care of freed slaves was a continuing 
concern of the Ottoman authorities, who took measures of 
various kinds to meet these needs. On several occasions, the 
government of Istanbul sent orders to Benghazi instructing 
Turkish officials there to transfer freed black slaves to 
Istanbul or Izmir, where the men were to be drafted into the 
army or navy and the women placed as domestic servants. 


The other major center was Arabia. Thanks to the 
exemption from the ban on the slave trade, the flow of 
Slaves from Africa into Arabia and through the Gulf into Iran 
continued for a long time. Apart from commercial channels, 
the supply was augmented through the practice by which a 
wealthy pilgrim brought a retinue of slaves from his own 
country and sold them one by one-as a kind of traveler's 
checks-to pay the expenses of the pilgrimage. In time the 
Red Sea trade dwindled as a result of the wars in the Sudan 
and in Ethiopia. The extension of British, French, and Italian 
control around the coasts of the Horn of Africa deprived the 
Slavetriders of their main ports of embarkation. The British 
occupation of Egypt in 1882 and later the AngloEgyptian 
control of the Sudan and the consequent suppression of the 
Sslaveraiders further hampered the traffic by cutting off one 
of the main sources of supply. In spite of the reconquest of 
the Sudan and all the efforts by Turkish, Egyptian, British, 
French, and Italian authorities, the traffic continued into 
modern times. From the 1890s onward, however, the slave 
trade, though it remained active, was of necessity 
clandestine. 


By the end of the nineteenth century, white slavery had, 
apart from the Arabian peninsula, virtually disappeared, and 
black slavery had been reduced to a mere fraction of its 
former dimensions. The capture, sale, and transportation of 
blacks from Africa to Arabia and Iran continued, however, 


albeit on a much reduced scale, at least until the mid- 
twentieth century. 


British efforts to end the slave trade in Arabia and 
elsewhere were by no means universally approved. They 
were, of course, resented and resisted by those immediately 
affected, the slaveraiders and slavedealers. They were also 
criticized by other, less-interested parties. The famous Dutch 
orientalist Snouck Hurgronje, who visited Mecca in 1885, 
complained of the "undeserved applause" given to British 
measures against the slave trade, and to the "fantasies" 
which inspired them. In their place, he offered what he 
called a "sober reality." According to Snouck, 


public opinion in Europe has been misled concerning 
Muslim slavery by a confusion between American and 
Oriental conditions.... As things are now, for most of the 
Slaves their abduction was a_ blessing.... They 
themselves are convinced, that it was slavery that first 
made human beings of them. Concubines, specifically 
Abyssinians, are for various reasons more highly 
esteemed by the Meccans than their free wives; the 
practice is, by both religion and custom, recognized as 
fully legal.... Their bond with their owner is firmer than 
the easily dissolvable Muslim marriage. All in all, since | 
know the situation, the anti-slavery campaign is, for me, 
in the highest degree repugnant. u 


Snouck quotes with approval from some earlier travelers 
who defend the enslavement of blacks in Arabia and 
condemn British efforts to free them, sometimes on frankly 
racist grounds. One such was the Englishman J. F. Keane, 
who visited Arabia in 1881. Using arguments familiar from 
other places and times, he observes that 


the Negro is to be found here [in Arabial in his proper 
place, an easily-managed, useful worker. The Negroes 
are the porters. water-carriers, and performers of most 
of the real labour in Meccah. Happy, healthy, well-fed, 
well-clothed (as such things go in Meccah), they are 
slaves, proud of their masters, in a country where a 
Slave is "honoured only after his master." Slavery in the 
East has an elevating influence over thousands of 
human beings, and but for it hundreds of thousands of 
souls must pass their existence in this world as wild 
savages, little better than animals; it, at least, makes 
men of them, useful men too, sometimes even superior 
men. Could the Arab slave-trade be carried on with 
safety, it might be executed more humanely; and it 
would, philanthropically speaking, do good to many of 
the human race. . . . While every settled town under 
Turkish or native rule in all wide Arabia has a slave 
market to be stocked, our greatest efforts can but 
increase the demand and raise the markets. Witness: a 
strong male adult might be bought for $40.00 four 
years ago in Meccah, and the same will now fetch 
$60.00. Were our cruisers doubled, the weekly landing 
of slaves among the creeks and reefs along the coast of 
the Hejaz could not be prevented. . . . That there are 
evils in Arab slavery | do not pretend to deny, though 
not affecting the Negro, once a slave. The exacting 
Slave-driver is a character wholly unknown in the East, 
and the slave is protected from the caprice of any cruel 
master in that he is transferable and of money value. 
The man who would abuse or injure his slave would 
maim and willfully deteriorate the value of his horse. 
Whatever the Arab may not know, he most assuredly 
knows what is to his own immediate interest better than 
that. And the Negro himself... may through this 
medium be raised from a savage, existing only for the 
moment .. . to a profitable member of society, a strong 


tractable worker, the position Nature seems to have 
made him to occupy.12 


Similar views were expressed by an Austrian, Ludwig 
Stross, who visited Arabia in 1886. Stross begins by 
agreeing that slavery "as such" is indefensible: 


That whole Negro villages are burned, all the men 
killed, and their women and children are taken on 
months-long terrible marches finally to he offered as 
merchandise in markets and distant lands, must appear 
to us aS an injustice that cries to heaven. 


Nevertheless, he continues "it is at the very least dubious" 
whether it is a good work to insist on freeing the black slave 
when he has already been taken from his home. In Stross's 
view, Slavery is so deep-rooted, and the slave trade so 
extensive in Africa and the Arab lands, that to uproot it is 
impossible and merely to free those blacks who are already 
enslaved and on their way to their destination does more 
harm than good. 


The liberated Negroes will not work even for money. For 
them freedom means their native idleness. They form a 
proletariat, than which nothing worse can be found. 


The theory of human rights and self-determination 
certainly sounds very fine, but in such cases can hardly 
find its proper application. 


| would rather compare the Negroes with children, who 
must be made to do their stint. 


As long as the Negroes stay in their homelands, no one 
can object if they idle away their lives in their own way. 
But in fact they have been brought, by force of 


circumstances, into other lands and other conditions. 
Since one cannot prevent their coming, however 
unwillingly, one should also not prevent their being 
made to work.13 


Like almost all the other European travelers, Stross 
condemns the horrors of the abduction and transportation of 
the slaves, which he describes in some detail; but he insists 
that once a slave 


has arrived and is in firm hands, he is usually well cared 
for. The conditions of slavery in the Orient have nothing 
in common with those which arose earlier in North 
America and Brazil. The slave is, for the Mohammedan, 
a member of the family and is almost without exception 
well treated. Mistreatments are rare and are usually 
richly deserved... . AS regards work, as a rule only very 
reasonable demands are made of the slaves; and one 
may safely assume that a Negro would have to work 
very much harder in order to earn his living as a free 
man... . Often liberated slaves are the heirs of their 
masters and continue their businesses. In Jedda and 
Mecca | know many liberated slaves who are respected 
merchants. 


It will thus be seen that slavery in the Orient, though it 
has many shadowy sides, has nothing to do with the 
sort of conditions described for lovers of sentimental 
reading in Uncle Tom's Cabin. 


Most observers, however, were less willing to be 
convinced by the apologetics of slavery; and in time 
virtually all civilized governments, including that of the 
Ottoman Empire, joined in the effort to suppress the slave 
trade. 


An obvious question, since so many blacks entered the 
central lands over so long a period, is why they have left so 
little trace.14 There is nothing in the Arab, Persian, and 
Turkish lands that resembles the great black and mulatto 
populations of North and South America. One reason is 
obviously the high proportion of eunuchs among black 
males entering the Islamic lands. Another is the high death 
rate and low birth rate among black slaves in North Africa 
and the Middle East. In about 1810, Louis Frank observed in 
Tunisia that most black children died in infancy, and that 
infinitesimally few reached the age of manhood." A British 
observer in Egypt, some thirty years later, found conditions 
even worse: 


The mortality among the slaves in Egypt is frightful,- 
when the epidemical plague visits the country, they are 
Swept away in immense multitudes, and they are the 
earliest victims of almost every other domineering 
disease. | have heard it estimated that five or six years 
are sufficient to carry off a generation of slaves, at the 
end of which time the whole has to he replenished. This 
is one of the causes of their low market-value. When 
they marry, their descendants seldom live; in fact, the 
laws of nature seem to repel the establishment of 
hereditary slavery. "' 


Concubinage at higher, and intermarriage at lower, social 
levels seem to have taken place but must have been on a 
rather limited scale and, probably for social more than 
biological reasons, produced little effect. Even now, 
members of the comparatively small number of recognizably 
black families in the Middle East tend on the whole to marry 
among their own kind." 
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Equality and Marriage 


The voice of Islamic piety on miscegenation is clear and 
unequivocal-there are no superior and inferior races and 
therefore no bar to racial intermarriage. In practice, 
however, this pious doctrine is frequently disregarded or 
even overruled. Marriage is regulated by the holy law of 
Islam and is indeed the only important issue on which 
questions of race and color become the concern of the law. 
This concern arises under the legal doctrine of Kafa a, which 
might be roughly translated as equality of birth and social 
status in marriage. The purpose of Kafa a was to ensure that 
a man should be at least the social equal of the woman he 
marries. It does not forbid unequal marriages and is thus in 
no sense a Muslim equivalent of the Nuremberg laws of Nazi 
Germany or the apartheid laws of South Africa. Its aim is to 
protect the honor of respectable families, by enabling them, 
if they wish, to stop unsuitable marriages. The principle of 
Kafa a may be invoked by the father or other legal guardian 
of a woman in order to prevent her from contracting a 
marriage without his permission or to annul it if contracted 
without permission or with permission fraudulently obtained, 
provided there is no child or pregnancy. The rule operates to 
restrain a woman from marrying a man who is below her and 
thus disgracing her family. For a man to marry a woman 
below him does not matter-the woman is, in the view of the 
jurists, in the inferior situation anyway, and no immediate 
social injury can therefore result. 


The notion of Kafa a has its antecedents in pre-Islamic 
Arabia, where tribal custom required a measure of social 
compatibility between husband and wife. Though not 
sanctioned by the Qur'an and indeed in a sense contrary to 
the spirit of the Qur'an, it survived into Islamic times and 


became part of the holy law of Islam. There were, however, 
from the beginning, differences between the juristic schools, 
more specifically between what might be called the more lax 
and more rigorous approaches. For one group, with its 
origins among the jurists of Medina, the notion of Kafa a was 
basically religious and was intended to save a devout 
woman from being forcibly married to a dissolute man. This 
remained the dominant view in the Maliki school of 
jurisprudence; their founder, Malik ibn Anas, is quoted as 
strongly denouncing the idea that a mawla woman is inferior 
to an Arab woman and proclaiming that "all the people of 
Islam are equal [akfa ] to one another, in accordance with 
God's revelations." But for another group, deriving from the 
school of Kufa and perhaps influenced by the _ social 
hierarchies of prelslamic Iran, Kafa a was determined by a 
number of matters-not only piety and character but also 
wealth and profession and three other factors which have 
direct bearing on the question of race and status: freedom, 
Islam, and descent. 


Freedom refers to the question of whether the prospective 
bridegroom is free, freed, or slave and involves not only his 
personal status but that of his immediate forbears. A 
freedman is not as good as the son of a freedman, and he in 
turn not as good as the grandson of a freedman. This 
principle is pursued up to three generations, after which all 
Muslims are deemed equally free. The same is true of Islam. 
Non-Muslims are of course excluded. But that is not all. A 
convert is not as good as the son of a convert; the son of a 
convert is not as good as the grandson of a convert. Here too 
the rule is limited to three generations, after which all are 
equal in their Islam. 


Descent is another matter. Partly this is a social issue-the 
distinction between "good" (i.e., well-connected or well- 
descended) families and others; partly, however, it may also 


be concerned with ethnic origins. Most jurists make a 
distinction between Arab and non-Arab. Some maintain that 
a nonArab man is not the equal of an Arab woman in any 
circumstances and that even the manumitted slave of a non- 
Arab owner is not the equal of the manumitted slave girl of 
an Arab owner. Generally speaking, the jurists do not bother 
to distinguish between the various kinds of non-Arabs, 
though some make the general observation that the non- 
Arabs are ranked among themselves just as are the Arabs. 


The restriction of intermarriage is a grievance frequently 
mentioned by Muslim critics, especially by Shiite opponents 
of the Sunni order. A limitation on marriages between 
Muslims and non-Muslims was accepted without question. 
Muslim men might marry Christian or Jewish women; 
Christian or Jewish men were forbidden to marry Muslim 
women under pain of death. The logic of this distinction is 
that in any religiously mixed marriage Islam must prevail, 
and the male is the dominant partner (the jurists were often 
unworldly). The rules regarding Kafa a_ introduced 
distinctions even between Muslims-and these were 
challenged as contrary to the true spirit of Islam. A Shiite 
tract enumerating the misdeeds of the first three caliphs, 
seen by the Shia as usurpers, illustrates the point vividly. 
Among other crimes, the Caliph “Umar is accused of having 
introduced ethnic impediments to marriage, and of 
discriminating not only between Arabs and non-Arabs but 
also between the noble Arab tribe of Quraysh and the other 
Arabs. 


When this man seized power over the people he said 
that the Arabs may not marry women of Quraysh but 
Quraysh may marry women from the rest of the Arabs 
and the non-Arabs. The Persians and other mawali' may 
not marry women of the Arabs, but the Arabs may marry 
any of them. In this way he put the rest of the Arabs in 


the same relationship to Quravsh as are the Jews and 
Christians in relation to the Muslims, since the Muslims 
may marry Christian and Jewish women, but they may 
not marry Muslim women. ' 


In this, as in some other respects, the Shiite polemicist is 
attributing to “Umar the results of a long process of 
development. But the doctrine of Kafn a was still invoked 
among Muslims. and the distinction on the one hand 
between Arab and non-Arab Muslims and on the other 
between the tribe and family of the Prophet and the rest of 
the Arabs remained a factor of importance. 


Occasionally writers on the subject make reference to the 
question of color. Sometimes they express the pious view 
and assert that a man of true piety, "even a black," is 
acceptable. In this connection they quote a story about Bilal, 
the Ethiopian muezzin of the Prophet, who wished to marry 
an Arab girl. Her family refused, and the Prophet (according 
to tradition) then sent a personal message to the family 
asking them to give their daughter to Bilal. The story is 
probably not authentic, since it deals with a prejudice which 
does not seem to have existed in the Prophet's lifetime. It is 
one of many such tales invented for the purpose of proving 
the egalitarian point. The same point is made in a story 
included in a tenth-century compilation.4 According to this 
tale, a man came to the Prophet and asked: "Do my 
blackness and the ugliness of my face bar me from entering 
paradise?" To which the Prophet answered no. The man then 
complained that although he had become a believing and 
loyal Muslim, "I have already asked everyone, present and 
absent, for the hand of one of their daughters in marriage, 
and they have all rejected me because of my _ black 
complexion and ugly face. Now in my tribe | am noble, but in 
my case the dark complexion of my mother's family has 
predominated." The Prophet then sent him to see a certain 


man of the tribe of Thagif, a recent adherent to Islam, and 
the father of "a freeborn daughter who was very beautiful 
and very wise." "Go then," said the Prophet, "knock gently 
on his door, give him greeting, and when you are inside say 
‘the Prophet has given me your daughter as wife.' " When 
the man of black complexion reached the door, knocked, 
and gave his greeting, they heard the voice of a stranger 
and opened the door; but when they saw how black and 
ugly he was, they shrank back. "The Prophet has given me 
your daughter as my wife." he said, but they drove him away 
in a nasty way. The girl's father went to see the Prophet and, 
when confronted with this rejection of the Prophet's will, 
excused himself: "Il thought that this man must he lying in 
what he said. If he was telling the truth, my daughter is his, 
and | seek refuge in Allah from the wrath of Allah." The 
marriage was agreed, and the bride price was set at four 
hundred pieces of silver. When the suitor was about to go to 
his family to raise the money, the Prophet offered to raise it 
from three prominent Muslims. But as the suitor with his 
money was on his way to complete the transaction, he heard 
the call of the muezzin and, looking heavenward, decided to 
spend the money "in the service of God." that is, in the 
jihad. With the bride-money he bought a horse and weapons 
and rode out to do battle for the faith. In due course, he was 
killed and, dying, was tended by the Prophet himself, who 
saw him go to paradise, to be greeted by the houris. His 
body was brought to his prospective bride, and the bearers 
told her: "Allah has already married him to a better maid 
than any of yours." The story is obviously a moral tale, 
designed to make a point against racist prejudice-though, it 
may be noted, the man is Arab and noble on his father's 
side, and, since he dies a hero's death, the marriage does 
not in fact take place. Similar evasions are familiar in 
Western popular entertainment. 


The condemnation of racial discrimination in marriage 
predominates in religious and legal discussions of the 
question. There are, however, other dicta, even traditions, 
which state the exact opposite and thus come closer to 
certain popular attitudes and practices. According to one 
undoubtedly spurious tradition, the Prophet said: "Be careful 
in choosing mates for your offspring, and beware of 
marrying the Zanji, for he is a distorted creature. Another 
similar tradition quotes the Prophet as_ forbidding 
intermarriage with blacks with the words: "Do not bring 
black into your pedigree."' The same idea is expressed in a 
verse cited by Mas’ udi: "Do not intermarry with the sons of 
Ham, for they are the distorted among God's creatures, apart 
from Ibn Akwa >." 


lbn Habib, a ninth-century Andalusian jurist, goes even 
further: 


A black woman may be repudiated if there is no 
blackness in her family; likewise a scald-head, because 
such things are covered by kinship. 


lbn Habib's meaning is clear. Blackness, like skin diseases, 
runs in families. A Muslim bridegroom, it will be recalled, 
may not see his bride unveiled until after marriage. If he 
finds her black or scabby, he may repudiate her-unless he 
has taken a bride from a family known to have black or 
scabby members, in which case he has no grounds for 
complaint. 


There is ample evidence that marriages of black men with 
white women were frowned upon. In earlier times it seems to 
have been virtually impossible for a black to marry an Arab 
woman. Later it became theoretically possible but was in 
fact usually excluded by the rule of Kafa'a, the general 
principle of which was, in the form adopted by the jurists, 


"Marry like with like." The black poet Nusayb had a son who 
sought to marry an Arab girl of the tribe of which he was a 
freedman. Nusayb's’ personal standing secured’ the 
acceptance of the girl's uncle and guardian, but he himself 
objected. He had his son beaten for aspiring to a marriage 
which he regarded as improper and advised the girl's 
guardian to find her a true Arab husband. Ironically. 
Nusayb's own daughters, dark-skinned like himself, 
remained unmarried. "My color has rubbed off on to them," 
he is quoted as saying, "and they are left on my hands. | 
don't want blacks for them, and whites don't want them." 
Their fate became proverbial for old maids with choosy 
fathers.9 


For a white male to mate with a black woman was in 
general considered acceptable-with Nubians and other 
Nilotics much more than with the Zanj. Ethiopian women 
were, indeed, highly esteemed. Such mating usually took 
the form of concubinage-a legally and socially acceptable 
practice-rather than marriage. Some authors disapprove 
even of this, because of the harm it brought to a family's 
honor. Thus the Syrian author Abu'l- Ala’ (d. 1057) remarked 
in a letter: 


We often see a man of mark who has in his house 
women of high degree setting above them a girl in a 
striped gown purchased for a few coins and so we may 
see a man whose grandfather on the father's side is a 
fairhaired descendant of ‘Ali while his maternal 
grandfather is a black idolator. li) 


In early Islamic and pre-Islamic times the Arabs looked 
down on the sons of slave mothers, regarding them as 
inferior to the sons of freeborn Arab mothers." The stigma 
was attached to the status, not the race, of the mother and 
affected the sons of white as well as black concubines. 


Before long, however, a distinctive color prejudice appeared; 
and the association of blackness with slavery and whiteness 
with freedom and nobility became common. 


Even princes were affected. “Abd al-Rahman ibn Umm 
Hakam, a nephew of the Caliph Mu’ awiya and his governor 
in Kufa, had to endure mockery because of his dark skin and 
his Ethiopian ancestresses."' An episode in the biography of 
the Abbasid prince Ibrahim ibn al-Mahdi (779-839) is even 
more striking. His father was the caliph, his mother a high- 
born Persian lady from Daylam who was enslaved after the 
defeat of her father and the conquest of her country; but he 
was of swarthy color, so much so that some 
sourcesmistakenly, it would seem-say that his mother was 
black. Because of this dark skin and large body, says his 
Arabic biographer, he was known as al- Tinnfn-the dragon. 
After an unsuccessful bid for power, he was pardoned and 
summoned before his nephew, the Caliph al-Ma'mun. A 
curious and instructive dialogue followed, which is reported 
on the authority of Ibrahim himself. The caliph greeted the 
dark-complexioned and unsuccessful pretender with a taunt: 
"Are you then the black caliph?" To this Ibrahim returned a 
soft answer, reminding al-Ma'mun that he had pardoned him 
and quoting the verse of the black slave poet Suhaym, 
"Though | am black of color my character is white." The 
caliph responded more kindly. Addressing Ibrahim as uncle, 
he indicated that his remark was meant in jest and capped 
his quotation with another, from an unnamed poet: 


Blackness does not degrade a man of quality, 
nor one of gallantry. refinement and wit. 
Though blackness has a share of you 
my share is the whiteness of your character.” 


lbrahim was a prince and a scholar. and his mother. 
though it concubine, was born a Persian lady or princess. 
Others were less fortunate: and many stories are told of 


people with an African mother or grandmother and with a 
dark complexion, who were subject to insult and humiliation 
on this account." A vivid example occurs in a satire ascribed, 
probably falsely, to Hassan ibn Thabit: 


Your father is your father and you are his son 
Miserable little son and miserable father! 
Your mother is a short-necked black woman 
With fingers like dung-beetles.”” 


Whiteness was seen as a mark of superior birth. Thus the 
eleventh-century Tunisian poet Ibn Rashig, in an ode in 
praise of the city of Qayrawan, boasts of the nobility of its 
inhabitants: 


How many nobles and gentlemen [sayyid] were in it, 
with white faces and proud right arms.'° 


In time, this perception of society was sufficiently well 
established to provide a poetic metaphor for natural 
phenomena, as when the thirteenthcentury Andalusian poet 
lbn Sahl celebrated the advent of spring. 


Spring has come, with his whites and his blacks 
Two classes, his lords and his slaves 

The branches his army of spears, and above 
The leaves his unfurled flags.'” 


To the present day, in North Africa, a man with Negroid 
features, even of the highest social status, is sometimes 
described as ould khadem, "the son of a '"s slave woman. 


Similar attitudes seem to have persisted among the 
Bedouin, though much less among the townspeople, in the 
Middle East. The local literary and documentary sources 
rarely discuss such matters: but Western visitors-at first 
travelers, later ethnologists and anthropologists-agree on 
the general picture. In the cities, notably in Arabia, 


cohabitation with black concubines was common and 
acceptable, and even marriage not unusual. As elsewhere, 
Ethiopians and Nubians were preferred for the bed. John 
Lewis Burckhardt, who visited Arabia in 1814, noted the 
frequency of African racial traits among the people of the 
Hijaz: 


The colour of the Mekkawy and Djiddawy is a yellowish 
sickly brown, lighter or darker according to the origin of 
the mother, who is very often an Abyssinian slave.... 
There are few families at Mekka. in moderate 
circumstances, that do not keep slaves.... The male and 
female servants are Negroes, or rtoahos, usually 
brought from Sowakin: the concubines are always 
Abyssinian slaves. No wealthy Mekkawy prefers 
domestic peace to the gratification of his passion: they 
all keep mistresses in common with their lawful wives: 
but if a slave gives birth to a child, the master generally 
marries her, or if he fails to do so. is censored by the 
community. The keeping of Abyssinian concubines is 
still more prevalent at Djidda. Many Mekkawys have no 
other than Abvssinian wives, finding the Arabians more 
expensive, and less disposed to yield to the will of the 
husband. The same practice is adopted by many 
foreigners, who reside in the Hedjaz for a short time. 
Upon their arrival, they buy a female companion, with 
the design of selling her at their departure; but 
sometimes their stay is protracted; the slave bears a 
child; they marry her, and become stationary in the 
town. This, indeed, is general in the East, and nowhere 
more so than at Mekka. The mixture of Abyssinian blood 
has, no doubt, given to the Mekkawys that yellow tinge 
of the skin which distinguishes them from the natives of 
the desert. 


The Mekkawys make no distinction whatever between 
sons born of Abyssinian slaves and those of free Arabian 
women.19 


The absence of social barriers against persons of part- 
African origin, and even against freed slaves of pure African 
descent, is confirmed by most other travelers.20 


Among the Bedouin, marriages with blacks were 
considered shameful, and even the use of black concubines, 
according to some accounts, was disapproved .2' Even 
where miscegenation was socially tolerated, it seems to 
have been a one-way street. In the words of a leading 
authority on the topic: 


Whereas for example, the Qaramanli sultans of Tripoli 
married off their daughters to European slaves to avoid 
dynastic rivalries, it would have been unthinkable for an 
Arab or a Berber, a Turk or a Persian, to consent to his 
daughter marrying a black African, slave or freed. 
Marriages the other way around, between a black 
slavegirl and an Arab man, could and did take place.’ 


In Arabia even a pariah tribe like Hutaym disdains 
miscegenation. "Arabs of noble race," according to an 
observer, "... do not intermarry with Hutaym....Hutaym in 
turn are not supposed to intermarry with negroes."" 


Marriage was one thing, concubinage another. Like many 
North American slaveowners and still more South American 
ones, Muslim men who owned women _ slaves were 
accustomed to mate with them. But the two situations were 
very different. In the West, concubinage was condemned by 
law, religion, and society. It was usually furtive, and its 
offspring, without recognition or legitimacy, merged into the 
general slave population. In Islam, concubinage was 


sanctioned by the law and indeed by the Qur'an itself. A 
man could, if he chose, recognize his offspring by his slave 
woman as legitimate, thereby conferring a formal legal 
status on both mother and child. In theory, this recognition 
was optional, and in the early period was often withheld. By 
the high Middle Ages it became normal and _ was 
unremarkable in a society where the sovereigns themselves 
were almost invariably the children of slave concubines. 
White-skinned women were usually preferred for the bed, 
and the occasional assertion, by an author, of the sexual 
attractions of the dark-skinned usually presents an 
appearance of bravado or paradox. A major change occurred 
in the nineteenth century, when, because of the 
consolidation of the power of both Eastern and Western 
Europe, white slaves, both female and male, became rare 
and expensive, and blacks of both sexes were able to rise 
from their previous subordination to higher status and 
functions.’ 
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Image and Stereotype 


The literature and folklore of the Middle East reveal a sadly 
normal range of traditional and stereotypical accusations 
against people seen as alien and, more especially, inferior. 
The most frequent are those commonly directed against 
slaves and hence against the races from which slaves are 
drawn-that they are stupid; that they are vicious, untruthful, 
and dishonest; that they are dirty in their personal habits 
and emit an evil smell. The black's physical appearance is 
described as ugly, distorted, or monstrous.’ The point is 
made in an anecdote about an Arab poet known as al-Sayyid 
al-Himyari-the South Arabian Himyarite Sayyid (723-89): 


The Sayyid was my neighbor, and he was very dark. He 
used to carouse with the young men of the camp, one of 
whom was as dark as he was, with a thick nose and lips, 
and a Negroid [muzannajj appearance. The Sayyid had 
the foulest smelling armpits of anybody. They were 
jesting together one day, and the Sayyid said to him: 
"You are a Zanji in your nose and your lips!" whereat the 
youth replied to the Sayyid: "And you are a Zanji in 
your color and armpits!" 


lbn Butlan notes of the Zanj women that 


their bad qualities are many, and the blacker they are 
the uglier their faces and the more pointed their teeth. 
They are of litthe use and may cause harm and are 
dominated by their evil disposition and destructiveness. 
... Dancing and rhythm are instinctive and ingrained in 
them. Since their utterance is uncouth, they are 
compensated with song and dance... . They have the 
cleanest teeth of all people because they have much 
Saliva, and they have much saliva because they have 


bad digestions. They can endure hard work ... but there 
is no pleasure to be got from them, because of the smell 
of their armpits and the coarseness of their bodies.3 


The Egyptian writer al-Abshihi (1388-1446), in a chapter 
on slaves, tells a bloodcurdling story of the wickedness of a 
black slave, and concludes: 


Is there anything more vile than black slaves, of less 
good and more evil than they'? As for the mulatto, if 
you show kindness to one of them all your life and in 
every way, he will not be grateful; and it will be as if 
you had done nothing for him. The better you treat him, 
the more insolent he will he; the worse you treat him, 
the more humble and submissive. | have tried this many 
times, and how well the poet says: 


If you honor the honorable you possess him 
If you honor the ignoble, he will be insolent. 


It is said that when the [black] slave is sated, he 
fornicates, when he is hungry, he steals. My grandfather 
on my mother's side used to say: The worst use of 
money is bringing up slaves, and mulattoes are even 
worse and wickeder than Zanj, for the mulatto does not 
know his father, while the Zanji often knows both 
parents. It is said of the mulatto that he is like a mule, 
because he is a mongrel. .. . Do not trust a mulatto, for 
there is rarely any good in him.4 


At the turn of the eighteenth century, the Ottoman erotic 
poet Fazil Bey (ca. 1757-1810) wrote a "Book of Women," 
describing the attractions and other qualities of girls of 
about forty different races and regions, and a similar book 
on beautiful boys. Fazil was a Palestinian Arab, the grandson 
of the famous Shaykh Dahir Al-° Umar. Born in Safad, he was 
brought up in Istanbul and wrote in Turkish. He speaks well 


of the Ethiopians of both sexes but has little good to say of 
those whom he calls "the blacks." Though they may have 
good qualities inside, their darkness makes them 
unattractive, and their faculties are correspondingly dull. 
The black boy, says Fazil "is not meet to kiss and embrace, 
unless the lover's eye is blind," while the black girl "is not 
worthy of the bed but is right for the kitchen." It is foolish, 
thinks Fazil, to make love to blacks when whites are 
available, and it is unwise to raise up those whose proper 
place is as servants.5 


Despite this and many other similar descriptions, physical 
rejection, of the type professed by some Western racists, 
seems to have been rare. Mas udi notes a few examples, as 
oddities: 


Tawus the Yemenite, the disciple of ‘Abdallah ibn 
‘Abbas, would never eat meat butchered by a Zanji 
because, he said, the Zanji was a distorted creature. | 
have heard that the Caliph al-Radi would accept 
nothing from the hand of a black man, because he was 
a distorted slave. | do not know whether he was 
adopting the principles of Tawus in this or following any 
particular opinion or doctrine." 


Another accusation, which also sometimes appears as 
praise, is that the black is frivolous and lighthearted-that is, 
in other terms, cheerful and of happy disposition. Other 
positive stereotypes show the black as brave, generous, 
musical, and with a strong feeling of rhythm. Thus Ibn 
Butlan remarks that "if a Zanji were to fall from heaven to 
earth he would heat time as he goes down."' 


One of the commonest positive stereotypes of the black is 
that of simple piety. There are many anecdotes of a well- 
known religious type in which the black appears as the 


simple pious man contrasted with the clever but wicked." 
And here again one cannot help feeling that this is an 
example of the trajectio ad absurdum. The point that the 
narrator seeks to make is the superiority of simple piety over 
clever wickedness, and the black is chosen as the ultimate 
example of simplicity. 


A close parallel with the more familiar type of prejudice 
Current in our society may be found in the sexual stereotype 
attributed to the black. A common theme is his immense 
potency and unbridled sexuality. A fairly restrained example 
of this, in the framework story of The Thousand and One 
Nights, has already been quoted. Others, sometimes in more 
extreme forms, occur in folklore, in the literature of light 
entertainment, in tales of the strange and marvelous, and in 
books on the art of love. The superbly endowed and sexually 
inexhaustible black slave appears in some of these writings, 
sometimes as the seducer or ravisher of his owner's wives 
and daughters, sometimes as the victim, willing or unwilling, 
of sexual aggression by voracious and frustrated white 
ladies.9 


The stereotypes of sexuality refer not only to the black 
male. In his defense of the blacks, Jahiz quotes some verses 
which he ascribes to the Arab poet Farazdag (d. ca. 730), 
"the greatest connoisseur of women"- 


How many a tender daughter of the Zanj 
walks about with a hotly burning oven 
as broad as a drinking-bowl.° 


There is a good deal of Arabic poetry which shows the 
same kind of prurient interest in the Negress as one finds in 
European anti-Semitic writings about the Jewess. The 
interrelated European themes of la belle juive and I|'affreuse 
juive have close parallels in the simultaneous interest shown 
by Arab poets in the repulsive ugliness and incandescent 


sexuality which they ascribe to the black woman." That 
there are resemblances between these stereotypes of blacks 
and those common in our own society will be obvious. 


There is, however, one aspect of this which deserves 
deeper exploration: the emotional content attached to the 
concepts of blackness and whitenessthe idea that black is 
somehow connected with sin, evil, deviltry and damnation, 
while white has the opposite associations. Thus in the 
Qur'an itself (Ill: 102), we find reference to 


the day when some faces will become white and some 
faces will become black. As for those whose faces have 
become black-will you disbelieve after having believed? 
Then taste the punishment for the unbelief which you 
have been showing. But as for those whose faces have 
become white-in the mercy of Allah will they be, therein 
to abide. 


It is obvious that no reference to black and white races is 
intended in this passage,'» which makes use of the common 
Arabic idiom-shared with many other languages, even 
including those of black Africa-associating whiteness with 
joy and goodness, blackness with suffering and evil. Similar 
associations underlie a good deal of Muslim legend, folklore, 
literature, proverb, and even language. 


The portrayal of blacks in Islamic literature begins at an 
early date, and soon falls into a few stereotyped categories. 
They appear-usually though not always as slaves-in the 
stories of the Prophet and his Companions; as demons and 
monsters in Persian mythology; as the remote and exotic 
inhabitants of the land of the Zanj and other places, as for 
example the cannibal islands of South and Southeast Asia. 
They figure in the mythical adventures of Alexander, in 
Arabic called Iskandar. The romance of Alexander was a 


popular theme of Muslim writers, in both verse and prose. In 
the Persian legend, Alexander is the son of the mythical 
Darab, and the half-brother of King Darius, from whom he 
claimed his heritage. In one episode of the romance, the 
hero Iskandar goes to Egypt, which he delivers from the 
menace of the Zanj. In the course of his struggle against 
them, Iskandar invades the land of Zanj, engages and 
defeats their army, and takes a number of captives. The 
adventures in Africa are attributed to both Iskandar and his 
father, Darab.13 Similar adventures are ascribed, in 
medieval popular romances in Arabic, to such figures as the 
legendary Yemenite hero Sayf ibn Dhi Yazan, who conquers 
and converts a variety of pagan Africans." 


Most commonly, however, the black portrayed in literature 
is none of these but is a familiar household figure, as slave 
or servant or attendant. The black slave or attendant is often 
part of the background depicted in narrative or belles- 
lettres. 


Occasionally-though infrequently-he plays a more 
prominent role in the story. This may be either negative or 
positive. Where negative, his crimes are usually lechery, 
greed, and ingratitude; where positive, he is the prototype of 
simple piety and loyalty, which achieve their ultimate 
reward from God. Paradoxically, this reward may take the 
form of his turning white. 


The portrayal of blacks in Islamic art falls into much the 
Same categories as in narrative literature-not surprisingly, 
since much of the pictorial art came into being as book 
illustrations. There is little sculpture, and that only in the 
earliest period, before the Islamic ban on images had fully 
taken effect. Probably the earliest portrayals of Africans in 
the Islamic world are some figures in statuary and carved 
plaster reliefs, in the Umayyad palace at Khirbat al- Mafjar, 


in the Jordanian desert. This palace and its ornamentation, 
dating probably from the early eighth century, still show 
marked pre-Islamic influences, notably in the use of such 
carved figures. Some of these have recognizable African 
features. They may be intended to portray domestic slaves, 
or more probably some kind of entertainers. Thereafter, 
under Islamic influence, sculpture virtually disappeared. 
Painting, however, survived and flourished, at first almost 
entirely in the form of interior decoration in buildings, then 
extending to tiles, stucco, and pottery. It achieved its main 
development in the art of the book, which from the late 
twelfth century onward became by far the principal form of 
painting in Islamic lands. Among the Arabs, Per, sians, and 
Turks, aS well as among the remoter peoples absorbed into 
the world of Islam, the art of the hook reached a high degree 
of perfection, and illustrated manuscripts-later 
supplemented by separate miniatures-give us a vivid and 
varied insight into the life of the Muslim cities. 


Among the mixed population of these cities, blacks 
formed a significant element; and not surprisingly they 
figure from time to time in book illustra, tion and other 
paintings. Their portrayal falls into certain well-recognized 
and easily definable categories, some of them with obvious 
parallels in the Chris, tian art of medieval Europe. 


One such category is sacred history-the lives of the 
Prophet Muhammad and of his Companions, offering obvious 
analogies to Christian portrayals of the birth and life of 
Jesus. The ban on the portrayal of human figures, which long 
inhibited the development of Muslim pictorial art, applied 
with part icu. lar force to the sacred biography, and books 
dealing with the lives of the Prophet and his Companions 
remained bare of any illustrations. By the sixteenth century, 
however, Ottoman artists began to turn their attention to 
this hitherto forbidden subject. The Topkapi Treasury in 


Istanbul contains a mag, nificent example. Prepared by order 
of Sultan Murad Ill, and dated 1594-95, the text consists of a 
fourteenth-century Turkish translation of a much earlier 
Arabic work on the life of the Prophet and includes many 
illustrations by an unknown artist. Among the many 
personalities who figure in the biography of the Prophet, two 
are identified as black and depicted accordingly. One of 
them is the emperor of Ethiopia, in Arabic called al-Najashi 
(Negus). who gave shelter to some of Muhammad's 
Companions when they fled from Mecca to escape the 
persecution of the reigning pagan oligarchy. This episode 
was a favorite theme of the defenders of the Ethiopians 
against their detractors. Another figure of almost demiurgic 
importance is the famous Bilal, the first muezzin and a 
Companion of the Prophet. Some minor black figures, 
apparently slaves, also appear in these pictures. 


In another common stereotype, the black appears as a 
kind of monster or bogeyman. These figure prominently in 
Iranian mythology, and are consequently depicted from time 
to time in the great Persian epics. Some _ particularly 
magnificent examples may be seen in the illustrations to the 
Shahnama of Firdawsi, prepared for the shah of Iran in the 
city of Tabriz in 1537. In one of the two pictures reproduced 
here, the Persian hero Hushang is shown killing the Great 
Black Devil; in another, a different hero. Isfandiyar, similarly 
disposes of a black sorceress. The demonology of Iran is not 
monochromatic. The Great White Devil of Mazandaran is no 
less disagreeable than his black colleagues. 


An important group of illustrations depict the black as an 
exotic figure in a strange and distant land. The best-known 
examples of these are the illustrations found in manuscripts 
of the different Arabic, Persian, and Turkish versions of the 
romance of Alexander. In one _ picture, illustrating a 
manuscript of the hook of Alexander by the Persian poet 


Nizamt, and painted in Qazvin toward the end of the 
sixteenth century, Alexander (Iskandar) is seen fighting the 
blacks. 


Most of the traditional themes of Persian letters and art 
were adopted in Muslim India, where they helped to inspire 
the rich art of the Mughal period. A manuscript. Darabnama, 
with illustrations by various artists, made at the Mughal 
court between 1580 and 1585, depicts several phases of the 
war against the Zanj. In one of the three pictures reproduced 
here, two other persons watch Darab fighting the blacks, 
while the body of another figure is seen floating in the water. 
In another, Darab is seen going into battle against the 
blacks; and in a third, by the same artist, he has defeated 
them and is receiving their homage. 


The sexual theme occurs far less frequently in Islamic art 
than in Islamic letters, and the literary portrayal of both the 
black male and the black female as creatures of immense 
sexual appetites and powers is rarely paralleled in the 
pictorial arts. A few examples do, however, occur in the 
Mughal art of India. In one of them, also an illustration to the 
Same manuscript of the Darabnama, Homay, the mother of 
Darab, is murdered by a black groom. According to the story, 
he had a secret passion for her and murdered her one night 
when he came to her and she refused to submit to him. A 
later Mughal manuscript, completed in India in 1629, 
illustrates a story by the Persian poet Sa di, and depicts an 
old man who upbraids a black and a girl for flirting. Much 
more dramatic than either of these is a Persian manuscript 
of the famous Masnavi of Rumi, completed in Tabriz in about 
1530. illustrating an episode in the poem in which a woman 
discovers her maidservant copulating with an ass and tries, 
with disastrous results, to do the same. 


The overwhelming majority of blacks who appear in 
Islamic paintings are, however, none of these things-neither 
sacred figures not monsters, neither exotic nor erotic. They 
are quite simply slaves and servants. They appear in 
countless pictures of court life, domestic life, and various 
outdoor scenes: in illustrations of narrative literature and 
other forms of belles-lettres; and-in Ottoman times-in the 
sumptuous albums portraying celebrations of special 
occasions at the Ottoman court. In these pictures the black 
appears with fair frequency. When he does so, he is almost 
invariably carrying a tray, pushing a broom, leading a horse, 
wielding a spade, pulling an oar or a rope, or discharging 
some other subordinate or menial task. Blacks appear as 
servants and attendants, as masons and gardeners, as 
grooms and huntsmen, or as boatmen. Mostly they are male, 
though female figures occasionally appear. Some of the 
finest examples of thirteenth-century descriptive art occur in 
illustrations of the Arabic literary works known as magamat, 
a kind of poetic prose narrative. In one of them, dated 1237 
and probably completed in Mesopotamia, the artist vividly 
portrays a slave market in the Yemen, in which black slaves 
imported from Africa are bought and sold. In another similar 
manuscript, completed a few years earlier in Syria, a black 
slave is shown bringing food. In numerous Persian, Indian, 
and Turkish miniatures of the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries, blacks variously appear as grooms, huntsmen, 
and servants of various kinds. 


In Ottoman times the chief black eunuch of the court, 
sometimes known as the Aga of the Gate of Felicity, or more 
informally as the Aga of the Girls, was a major personage at 
the Ottoman court. His dignity and position are vividly 
portrayed by court artists. From the late sixteenth century 
we have a number of magnificent albums depicting various 
aspects of the life of the Ottoman court, and several of these 
portray the black eunuchs and other functionaries. A 


manuscript dated 1597 shows an Ottoman prince and grand 
vizier with black attendants, the heir apparent with black 
eunuchs. and, in a particularly interesting picture, the 
funeral of the sultan's mother. Nurbanu (born Cecilia Venier- 
Baffo, of Venice), with black eunuchs in attendance. A much 
later volume, illustrated by the great painter Levni in about 
1720-32, depicts in great detail the ceremonies and 
celebrations at the circumcision of a young prince. In one 
picture, we see princes, pages, and black eunuchs at an 
evening party by the Golden Horn; in another, the chief 
black eunuch conducts the young prince to the circumcision 
ceremony." 


One of the greatest of Persian painters, the famous 
Behzad, who flourished in the late fifteenth and early 
sixteenth centuries, seems to have used a black figure as a 
kind of signature. In many of his paintings such a figure 
appears, usually in a very minor capacity. This mannerism 
was picked up by some of his disciples and successors, and 
became characteristic of the school of Herat, which he 
founded. Clearly, the primary role of the black as menial was 
by this time so well understood that he could acquire a 
secondary role as a symbol. 


14 


Myth and Reality 


In reviewing the evidence of prejudice and discrimination in 
the Middle Eastern past, | have tried to correct the false 
picture drawn by the myth makers, a picture of idyllic 
freedom from such evils. But in correcting an error, one 
Should not fall into the opposing error. At no time did the 
peoples of the Middle East ever practice the kind of racial 
oppression which exists in South Africa at the present time 
or which existed until recently in the United States. My 
purpose is not to set up a moral competition-to compare 
castration and apartheid as offenses against humanity or to 
argue the relative wickedness of Eastern and Western 
practices; it is rather to refute the claims of both exclusive 
virtue and exclusive vice and to point to certain common 
failings of our common humanity. The correction of error- 
even of emotionally satisfying and politically useful error-is a 
legitimate, indeed a necessary task of the historian. 


This raises another, and an important, question. If, as the 
evidence overwhelmingly demonstrates, the conventional 
picture of a society totally free from racial prejudice and 
discrimination is false, how then did it come to be? The 
sources of this Western-made myth may he found in 
European and American, rather than Middle Eastern, history. 
The American Civil War brought the issue of slavery sharply 
before European opinion, the more so since it coincided with 
a renewed and determined British effort, by both diplomatic 
and naval action, to induce Muslim rulers in Turkey, Arabia, 
and elsewhere to ban, and indeed suppress, the slave trade. 
Comparisons were inevitable, and the obvious contrasts led 
some European observers to defend Muslim slavery, or at 
least to praise Muslim racial attitudes. 


The defenses took a variety of forms. One of the first to 
make the comparison was the Austrian scholar-diplomat 
Alfred von Kremer, in a book published in 1863. Kremer 
abhors slavery and describes the abduction and trans 
portation of the African slaves in blood-chilling terms. He 
notes, however, as did many previous travelers, that the 
Slave, once he reached his destination, was relatively well 
treated. More significantly, he acquits the Muslims of race 
prejudice: 


The color prejudice that is maintained in so crude a 
form by the free sons of America, not only against 
genuine Africans but even against their descendants in 
the fourth and fifth degrees, is not known in the Orient. 
Here a person is not considered inferior because he is of 
a darker complexion. This can easily be explained from 
the nature of slavery in the Orient, where the slave is 
not separated by an insurmountable barrier from the 
family of his master, where the slave does not belong to 
a caste that is despised and barely considered human, 
but where in contrast, between master and slave, there 
is the most intimate and manifold relationship. In the 
Orient there can hardly be a Muhammedan family that 
is without slave blood. ' 


Snouck Hurgronje draws a similar distinction between 
Muslim and American attitudes, and complains that the 
Americans have given slavery a bad name. European public 
opinion, he says, has been misled by a confusion between 
the two types of black slavery and warns his reader that if he 
goes into an Arabian slave market with European ideas, 
"perhaps even with recollections of a reading of Uncle Tom's 
Cabin in his head," he will get a very negative impression. 
But, he goes on, the first impression is false, and 
unfortunately most travelers to the Orient bring hack "little 
but their false first impressions. "2 


Kremer's assertion of the total absence of race prejudice 
or discrimination in Islamic society was surely exaggerated, 
and even Snouck Hurgronje, in his defense of black slavery 
in Arabia, written twenty years later and with the advantage 
of a visit to the holy cities, uses a more cautious formulation. 
But the contrast between Islamic and American conditions 
was real, and the exaggeration a natural consequence of 
European revulsion from American attitudes and practices. 
In the horrors of the abduction of Africans from their homes, 
for delivery to Islamic and American purchasers, there was 
little to choose, and indeed the same intermediaries may 
have served in both cases. Nor was there much difference in 
the dangers and hardships of the journey, until the human 
merchandise reached its ultimate destination, across ocean 
or desert. It was in the treatment accorded to the slaves by 
their new masters, and the place assigned to them in the 
societies to which they had come, that the main contrast 
was to be seen. Some European observers, particularly from 
the conservative and monarchical societies, derived ironic 
amusement from the spectacle of slavery in free America; 
others were shocked and horrified. Even the European 
colonial empires had long since outlawed slavery, first at 
home and then in their overseas possessions, where it had in 
any case never reached the American level of racial 
discrimination and oppression. 


Travelers who compared Islamic with American slavery 
mostly overlooked the fact that they were comparing two 
different types of slave employ ment, domestic and 
economic. The slaves whom Western travelers in the East 
encountered and described were those employed in 
households, and their lot and degree of acceptance were 
certainly far better than those of domestic slaves in the 
Americas. But there were also slave workers in the Middle 
East, for example, in southern Irag, where, according to 
British consular reports, agricultural labor in the pestilential 


climate was largely assigned to black slaves imported by 
sea.' Later in the century, the sudden wealth accruing to 
Egypt from the export of cotton during the American Civil 
War enabled Egyptian farmers to grow rich and also to 
import black slaves to cultivate their fields.’ These were 
rarely seen or described by Western travelers. There were 
also some black laborers in the cities. Thus even Snouck 
Hurgronje noted that "shining pitchblack negro slaves" were 
used in Mecca for "the hardest work of building, quarrying, 
etc." and believed that "their allotted work ... is generally 
not too heavy for them, though most natives of Arabia would 
be incapable of such bodily efforts in the open air."" 


In fact, the limits of toleration accorded to persons of 
African or partAfrican origin varied considerably from time to 
time and from place to place. In Arabia, where Islamic 
sentiments were strongest, African slaves and freedmen 
could occupy positions of power and authority, though they 
were far less likely to reach such positions than their white 
colleagues. It was only after the virtual disappearance of the 
white slave that the black slave was commonly able to 
attain such heights. Children of Arab fathers and black- 
usually Ethiopian-concubines suffered no_- significant 
disability in the holy cities, where they were able to rise to 
the social level of their free Arab fathers. If their fathers were 
Sharifs, they, too, were, or could be, sharifs. The swarthy son 
of a free Arab father and an African mother, by virtue of his 
father's status, could marry a white woman. But few, if any, 
Arab families were willing to give their daughters in 
marriage to a genuine African man. 


The myth of Islamic racial innocence was a Western 
creation and served a Western purpose. Not for the first 
time, a mythologized and idealized Islam provided a stick 
with which to chastise Western failings. In the eighteenth 
century, the philosophers of the Enlightenment had praised 


Islam for its lack of dogmas and mysteries, its freedom from 
priests and Inquisitors and other persecutors-recognizing 
real qualities but exaggerating them as a polemical weapon 
against the Christian churches and clergy. In the early 
nineteenth century, West European Jews, newly and still 
imperfectly emancipated, appealed to a legendary golden 
age in Muslim Spain, of complete tolerance and acceptance 
in symbiotic harmony.' This, too, had some foundation in 
reality but was greatly overstated to serve at once as a 
reproach and an encouragement to their somewhat dilatory 
Christian emancipators. 


In the same way, the myth of total racial harmony in the 
Islamic world appears to have arisen as a reproach to the 
practices of white men in the Americas and in Southern 
Africa, beside which indeed even Islamic realities shone in 
contrast. This idea won particular favor in the nineteenth 
century among Christian missionaries in Africa, wno sought 
some explanation of the failure of their missions as 
contrasted with the success of Islam, despite every 
advantage of power, wealth, and (as they saw it) truth. The 
explanation which some missionaries found was in the 
difference between the second-class status accorded to 
black Christians by white rulers and the immediate equality 
received by black converts to Islam. There may indeed be a 
great deal of truth in this, but it overlooks two important 
points-first, that the Muslim preachers were themselves 
black and represented the far limit of Islamic expansion into 
Africa, and second, that even so, there were shades of 
difference, perhaps invisible to the outsider but vitally 
important to the people themselves. 


It is significant that one of the most influential proponents 
of the myth was Edward W. Blyden, a black West Indian who 
was educated in Liberia under missionary auspices but was 
convinced by his African experiences that Islam was better 


suited than Christianity to black African needs. His writings, 
with their stress on Christian guilt and on a somewhat 
romanticized Muslim tolerance, were widely read.' Writers of 
this school usually make the illogical assumption that the 
reprobation of prejudice in a society proves its absence. In 
fact, of course, it reveals its presence. Anti-Semitism is a 
criminal offense in Germany and Russia, but not in England 
or America. 


That the myth has survived and been taken up 
enthusiastically in our time is due, | think, to another factor, 
to what might be called nostalgia for the white man's 
burden. The white man's burden in Kipling's sense-the 
Westerner's responsibility for the peoples over whom he 
ruled-has long since been cast off and seized by others. But 
there are those who still insist on maintaining it-this time as 
a burden not of power but of guilt, an insistence on 
responsibility for the world and its ills that is as arrogant and 
as unjustified as the claims of our imperial predecessors. 
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Concordance et indices de la tradition musulmane, 8 vols. 
(Leiden, 1933-88), s.vv. Abd, Ghulam, etc. Among the 
Greeks and Romans it was a common practice to address an 
adult male slave as "boy" (Greek, pais; Latin, puer). There 
are many examples of this in papyri from Egypt and in other 
sources, including the Greek Testament and the Latin 
Vulgate translation. This has often been compared with the 
use of "boy" by colonial and American slaveowners, and it 
was generally assumed that this appellation served the 
Same purpose of degrading and diminishing the adult slave. 
An Islamic tradition may suggest another explanation. 
According to a frequently cited /hadlth, the Prophet told the 
Muslims not to address a slave or slave woman as "my slave" 
or "my slave woman," but rather as "my young man" or "my 
young woman." The Arabic terms are fata and fatal. In the 
context in which it is cited, the purpose of this instruction is 
very clearly not to diminish, but rather to elevate, the status 
of the slave, by treating him or her as a member of the 
owner's family. For another version, with numerous other 
traditions and dicta urging kind treatment for slaves, see 
‘Abd al-Wahhab al-Sha'rani, Kitab Kashf al-Ghumma, vol. 2 
(Cairo, 1370/1950), p. 154. Some jurists, especially among 
the Shi'a, maintain that only Muslim slaves should be 
liberated; the majority of Sunni authorities approved the 


manumission of all the "People of the Book," I.e., Christians 
and Jews (Petrushevsky, Islam in Iran, p. 158). 


19. Santillana, Istituzioni, vol. |. 


20. Mendelsohn, Slavery, p. 5; Westermann, Slave 
Systems, pp. 6, 30, 70, 84-86. Free children could also be 
enslaved by kidnapping or by legal adoption. 


21. On Muslim and Christian laws concerning prisoners of 
war, see Erwin Graf, "Religiose and rechtliche Vorstellungen 
fiber Kriegsgefangene in Islam and Chris- tentum," Die Welt 
des Islam, n.s., 8, no. 3 (1963), pp. 89-139. On exchanges of 
prisoners with Byzantium, see Petrushevsky, "K_ istorii 
rabstva," p. 64. On the large numbers of slaves acquired 
during the conquests. see ibid., pp. 62ff., relying especially 
on Christian (Syriac, Armenian, etc.) historians, who 
understandably give more attention to the taking and 
disposal of slaves from among their co-religionists than do 
the Muslim historians. 


22. For examples of such deeds of manumission, from 
both medieval and Ottoman times, see A. Grohmann, Arabic 
Papyri in the Egyptian Library, vol. 1 (Cairo, 1934), pp. 61- 
64; idem, "Arabische Papyri aus den Staatlichen Museen zu 
Berlin," Der Islam 22 (1935), pp. 19-30; K. Jahn, Turkische 
Freilassungerklarungen des 18 Jahrhunderts (1702-76) 
(Naples, 1963). On Ottoman usage, see further Alan Fisher, 
"Studies in Ottoman. slavery and_ slave trade, Il: 
Manumission," Journal of Turkish Studies 4 (1980), pp. 49- 
56. 


23. See Encyclopedia of Islam, lst ed.-hereafter El'-s.v. 
"Umm Walad" (by J. Schacht). 


24. See S. D. Goitein, A Mediterranean Society: The Jewish 
Communities of the Arab World as Portrayed in the 


Documents of the Cairo Geniza (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 
1967-88), vol. 3, pp. 147-48; vol. 5, pp. 311, 321-12, 486- 
87. According to a ruling by a ninth-century rabbi in Iraq, "If 
a Jew is caught in fornication with his slave girl, she is taken 
from him and sold and the money distributed among the 
poor, and he is flogged, his head is shaven, and he is 
shunned for thirty days" (Rabbi Natronay, cited in Assaf, Be- 
ohale Ya agov, p. 230). Among Christians, committed by 
their faith to monogamy, the ban on concubinage was 
categorical, and enforced by the threat of excommunication 
(see, e.g., Mez, The Renaissance, p. 156). There are 
nevertheless reports of cohabitation with slave women by 
delinquent members of both communities. 


25. On the redemption of captives, see Eliezer Bashan, 
Shevi_va u Pedut ha-hevra ha-vehudit he-artsot ha-yam ha- 
tikhon (Jlerusalem. 1980). In the devastation of Polish Jewry 
by the Cossacks and their Tatar allies in 1648. those who fell 
into Tatar hands were enslaved and sent to Turkey, and most 
were redeemed. Those who fell into Cossack hands were 
killed. 


26. Baron, Social and Religious History, vol. 4, pp. 156, 
187-96; Assaf, Be-ohale Yaagov, pp. 224 ff. 


27. For an example, see Assaf, Be-ohale Ya agov, pp. 243- 
44. 


28. Such, for example, were Johann Schiltberger (1396- 
1402), Georgius de Hun- garia (1475-80), Gian Maria 
Angiolello (1470-?1483), Bartholomeus Georgievitz (ca. 
1548), and Albert Bobowski (ca. 1667). Some Europeans 
were even taken to Mecca, as slaves of Muslim pilgrims. 
Such, for example, were the German Johann Wilden (1604) 
and the Englishman Joseph Pitts (1680). For bibliographical 
details of those and other works, see Carl Gollner, Turcica: 


Die europaischen Turkendrucke des XVI Jahrhunderts 
(Bucharest and Berlin, 1961, 1968); Shirley Howard Weber, 
Voyages and Travels in Greece, the Near East, and Adjacent 
Regions Made Previous to the Year 1801 (Princeton, NJ, 
1953) s.vv. Among numerous accounts by Europeans who 
had been slaves in North Africa, particular interest attaches 
to the memoirs of Maria ter Meetelen, one of the few female 
Slaves to have written a book about her adventures. 
Originally published in Dutch in 1748, the book was 
translated into French by F. H. Bousquet and G. W. Bousquet- 
Mirandelle, L'Annotation ponctuelle de la description de 
voyage etonnante et de la captivite remarquable et triste 
durant douze ans de moi Maria ter Meetelen et de I'heureuse 
delivrance d'icelle, et mon joyeux retour dans ma chere 
patrie, le tout decrit selon la verite et mon experience 
personnelle. Institut des Hautes-Etudes Marocaines, Notes et 
Documents, vol. 17 (Paris, 1956). Among several modern 
accounts written from within the harem, see Melek Hanum 
(Mme. Kibrizli- Mehemet Pasha), Thirty Years in the Harem, 2 
vols (Berlin, 1872); Princess Musbah Haidar, Arabesque, 2nd 
ed. (London, 1968). 


29. For numerous examples, see Petrushevsky, "K istorii 
rabstva," pp. 62ff. 


30. Text in al-Magrizi, Kitab... al-Khitat, vol. 1 (Bulag, 
1270/1854), pp. 199-200 (= ibid., ed. G. Wiet, vol. 3 [Cairo, 
1922-], pp. 290-92). English translation in Yusuf Fad! Hasan, 
The Arabs and the Sudan from the Seventh to the Early 
Sixteenth Century (Edinburgh, 1967), pp. 22-24. For critical 
historical discussions of the pact, see Martin Hinds and 
Hamdi Sakkout, "A letter from the governor of Egypt to the 
king of Nubia and Muqurra concerning Egyptian-Nubian 
relations in 141/758," in Studia Arabica et Islamica: 
Festschrift for Ihsan ‘Abbas on His Sixtieth Birthday (Beirut, 
1981), pp. 20930; V. Christides, "Sudanese at the time of the 


Arab conquest of Egypt," Byzan- tinische Zeitschrift 75 
(1982), pp. 6-13. For a contemporary document, 
complaining that among other breaches of the pact, the 
Nubians are sheltering runaways and are not sending the 
Muslims young and healthy slaves but "that in which there is 
no good-the one-eyed, or the lame, or the weak old man, or 
the young boy," see J. Martin Plumley. "An eighth-century 
Arabic letter to the King of Nubia," Journal of Egyptian 
Archeology 61 (1975), pp. 241-45. 


31. See B. |. Beshir, "New light on Nubian Fatimid 
relations," Arabica 22 (1975), pp. 15-24, where a number of 
Arabic sources are cited and examined. See, further, Ugo 
Monneret de Villard, Storia della Nubia Cristiana (Rome, 
1938), pp. 71-83. The imposition of a levy of slaves, as part 
of a tax or tribute, is still recorded in earlynineteenth- 
century Egypt and even later in tropical Africa. See Gabriel 
Baer, "Slavery in nineteenth century Egypt." Journal of 
African History 8 (1967), p. 420; Gustav Nachtigal, Sahara 
and Sudan, trans. Allan G. B. Fisher and Humphrey J. Fisher, 
4 vols. (London, 1971-87), index (Sahara and Sudan. 
Ergebnisse seehsjahriger Reisen in Afrika, 3 vols. [Berlin- 
Leipzig, 1879-89; reprinted Graz, 19671). 


32. For examples, see Tabari, Ta'rikh al-rusul wa'l-muluk, 
ed. M. J. de Goeje et al., vol. 2 (Leiden, 1879-1901), pp. 
1238, 1245-46; Baladhuri, Futuh al-Buldan, ed. M. J. de 
Goeje (Leiden, 1863), p. 421 (in English, The Origin of the 
Islamic State, trans. Philip K. Hitti and Francis Murgotten, 2 
vols. [New York, 1916-24]), Ta'rikh-i Ststan, ed. Bahar 
(Tehran, 1314/1935), p. 82. According to this text, the rulers 
of the eastern Iranian region of Sistan, in surrendering to the 
Arabs in 650 A.D., agreed to pay to the caliph an annual 
tribute of one million silver dirhams, plus one thousand 
Slave girls (wasifat), "each with a golden cup in her hand." 
The later Arabic historian Ibn al- Athir (Kamil, ed. C. J. 


Tornberg, vol. 3 [Leiden, 1883], p. 50) doubles the numbers 
to two million dirhams and two thousand slaves (wasif). Cf. 
C. E. Bosworth, Sistan under the Arabs, from the Islamic 
Conquest to the Rise of the Saffarids (30-250/651-864) 
(Rome, 1968), p. 17: Ya'qubi, Ta'rikh, ed. T. Houtsma, vol. 2 
(Leiden, 1889), pp. 344ff. Another way of ensuring a supply 
of slaves is indicated in a passage in Balidhuri, Futuh, p. 225 
(cf. Hitti, pp. 353-54) according to which ‘Amr ibn al-'As told 
a group of Luwata Berbers: "You will sell your wives and 
children to pay poll-tax for yourselves." See, further, 
Petrushevsky, "K istorii rabstva," pp. 65-66. 


33. See David Ayalon, "The plague and its effects on the 
Mamluk Army," Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society (1946), 
pp. 67-73; Michael W. Dols, The Black Death in the Middle 
East (Princeton, NJ, 1977), pp. 178f., 185ff. For a nineteenth- 
century description, see above, p. 84. 


34. On eunuchs in the Islamic world, see E12, S.V. "Khasi" 
(oy Ch. Pellat [classical], A. K. S. Lambton [Iran], and C. 
Orhonlu [Ottoman]); David Ayalon, "On the eunuchs in 
Islam," Jerusalem Studies in Arabic and Islam 1 (1979), pp. 
67-124; idem, "The eunuchs in the Mamluk sultanate," in 
Studies in Memory of Gaston Wiet, ed. M. Ayalon (Jerusalem, 
1977), pp. 267-95. On the nineteenth and _ twentieth 
centuries, see Ehud R. Toledano, "The Imperial eunuchs of 
Istanbul: From Africa to the heart of Islam," Middle Eastern 
Studies 20 (1984), pp. 379-90; Gordon, Slavery, pp. 91-98. 
On eunuchs in antiquity, see Hopkins, Conquerors and 
Slaves, pp. 172-96. 


35. On slavery and the slave trade in Europe, including 
Muslim Spain, see the numerous studies of Charles 
Verlinden, especially L'Esclavage dans |'Europe tnedi- evale, 
2 vols. (Bruges, 1955). On the slave trade from black Africa 
to the Islamic world, see UNESCO, The African Slave Trade 


from the Fifteenth to the Nineteenth Century: Reports and 
Papers of the Meeting of Experts Organized by UNESCO at 
Portau-Prince, Haiti, 31 January to 4 February 1978 (Paris, 
1979), esp. the contributions by Mbaye Guaye, Ibrahima 
Baba Kake, Bethwell A. Ogot, Herbert Gerbeau, and the 
bibliography assembled by Y. A. Talib. On African slaves 
exported to India, see J. J. L- Duyvendak, China's Discovery 
of Africa (London, 1949), pp. 13-24; Joseph E. Harris, The 
African Presence in Asia: Consequences of the East African 
Slave Trade (Evanston, IL, 1971). 


36. On the Sagaliba, see Ayalon, "On the eunuchs," pp. 
92-124. 


37. See Alan Fisher, "Chattel slavery in the Ottoman 
Empire." Slavery and Abolition 1 (1980), pp. 25-45; idem, 
"The sale of slaves in the Ottoman empire: Market and state 
taxes on slave sales," Bogazici Universitesi Dergisi 6 (1978), 
pp. 149-71; idem, "Muscovy and the Black Sea slave trade," 
Canadian-American Slavic Studies 6 (1972), pp. 575-94; 
idem, "Studies in Ottoman slavery. Il: Manumission," Journal 
of Turkish Studies 4 (1980), pp. 49-56; Halil Inalcik, "Servile 
labor in the Ottoman Empire." in Mutual Effects of Islamic 
and Judeo-Christian Worlds: The East European Pattern, ed. 
Abraham Ascher, Tibor Halasi-Dun, and Bela K. Kiraly (New 
York, 1980), pp. 23-52; Halil Sahillioglu, "Slaves in the social 
and economic life of Bursa in the late 15th and early 16th 
centuries," Turcica 17 (1985). pp. 43-112: Ibrahim Metin 
Kunt, "Kullarin  Kullan,". Bogaziei Universitesi Dergisi, 
Hi7maniter Bilimler 3 (1975), pp. 27-42 (on slaves owned by 
the sultan's slaves). For an earlier study, see Cornelius 
Gurlitt, "Die Sklaverei bei den Tiirken im 16 Jahrhundert 
nach europaischen Berichten," in Beitrdge zur Kenntnis des 
Orients, ed. Hugo Grothe. vol. 10, Jahrbuch des Deutschen 
Vor- derasienkomites (Halle, 1913), pp. 84-102. For a 
contemporary comment on slavery in sixteenth-century 


Turkey, see The Turkish Letters of Ogier Ghiselin de Busbecq, 
Imperial Ambassador at Constantinople, 1554-1562, trans. 
Edward Seymour Forster (Oxford, 1917), pp. 100-102. 


38. On the devjirme, see E/2, s.v. (by V. L. Menage), where 
further sources and studies are cited. Paul Wittek 
("Devshirme and Shari'a," Bulletin of the School of Oriental 
and African Studies 17 [19551, pp. 271-78) argued that the 
Ottomans were following a Shafi'i rule of law, according to 
which the status of dhimmi was available only to those who 
had become Christians before the advent of Islam. Greeks 
were considered as such, and therefore exempt from 
enslavement. Balkan Christians, converted later, were 
enslavable. One weakness of this argument is the lack of 
evidence that it was ever adduced by the Ottomans 
themselves. See, further, Claude Cahen, "Notes sur 
l'esclavage musulman et le devshirme ottoman, a propos de 
travaux recents," Journal of Economic and Social History of 
the Orient 13 (1970), pp. 211-18. 


39. On galley slaves in Turkey, see Michel Fontenay, 
"Chiourmes Turques au XVlle siecle," in Le genii del mare 
Mediterraneo, ed. Rosalba Ragosta (Naples, 1981), pp. 877, 
903. 


40. See Alan Fisher, The Crimean Tatars (Stanford, 1978), 
pp. 15-16, 26-29, 42; idem, The Russian Annexation of the 
Crimea, 1772-1783 (Cambridge, 1970), pp. 19-21. 


41. C. N. Pischon, "Das Sklavenwesen in der Turkei. Eine 
Skizze, entworfen im Jahre 1858," Zeitschrift der Deutschen 
Morgenlandischen Gesellschaft 14 (1860), p. 248. 


42. For some brief descriptions of the slave markets of 
Cairo by European visitors from the fifteenth to the 
nineteenth century, see A. Raymond and G. Wiet, Les 


Marches du Caire: Traduction annotee du texte de Magrizi 
(Cairo, 1979), pp. 223-29. For detailed descriptions of the 
Slave markets in Cairo and Istanbul, see Louis Frank, 
Memoire sur le commerce des Negres au Kaire (Paris, 1802), 
pp. 32-35; Charles White, Three Years in Constantinople, vol. 
2 (London, 1845), pp. 281-83. See, further, Ehud R. 
Toledano, The Ottoman Slave Trade and Its Suppression 
(Princeton, NJ, 1982), pp. 48-54. 


43. See Goitein, Mediterranean Society, vol. 1, pp. 130ff.; 
E. Ashtor, Histoire des prix et des salaires dans !'Orient 
medieval (Paris, 1969), pp. 57ff., 208ff., 360ff., 499ff.; Mez, 
The Renaissance, p. 156. 


44. Pischon, "Das Sklavenwesen," p. 254. 


45. Oluf Eigilssen, En Kort Beretning om de Tyrkiske 
S4roveres onde Medfart og Omgang (Copenhagen, 1641), p. 
34. This is a Danish version from the Icelandic original. 


46. See Mohamed Talbi, "Law and economy in Ifrigiya 
(Tunisia) in the third Islamic century: Agriculture and the 
role of slaves in the country's economy," in The Islamic 
Middle East 700-1900: Studies in Economic and Social 
Historv, ed. A. L. Udovitch (Princeton, NJ, 1981), pp. 209-49; 
also in French in idem, Etudes d'Histoire Ifrigiyenne et de 
civilisation musulmane medievale (Tunis, 1982), pp. 185- 
229; Talbi, L'Emirat Aghlabide (Paris, 1966), passim; Inalcik, 
"Servile Labor in the Ottoman Empire," pp. 25-52, esp. 30ff.; 
El2 s.v. "Filaha," 4 (by H. Inalcik): idem. "Rice cultivation and 
the celt6kci re aya system in the Ottoman Empire," Turcica 1 
(1982), pp. 69-141. 


47. See E12 suppl., S.V. "Bigha’." 


Chapter 2 


1. When | joined the British Army in 1940, one of the 
items on the form which | had to complete was "race." This 
was the first time | had seen the word "race" in an official 
document, and, given the circumstances at the time, | was 
at a loss what to write. Nowadays, asked the same question, 
| would unhesitatingly write "white" or "Cauca sian." It would 
not have occurred to me to do so then. For me at that time, 
white was a color, not a race; Caucasian-except among 
anthropologists-meant natives of the region of the Caucasus 
Mountains. The only people who were currently using the 
term "race" in official documents were our enemies, and | 
was Sure that the British Army did not want to know whether 
| was or was not Aryan. | therefore sought the guidance of 
the sergeant, who explained to me that as far as the British 
Army was concerned, there are four and only four races- 
English, Scottish, Welsh, and Irish. Even a black recruit-and 
there were some already-was obliged to choose one of these 
four. The choice was of course entirely voluntary. You put 
down what you felt yourself to be. 


2. When | called my first article on this topic-published in 
England in 1970 "Race and Colour in Islam," these two 
words, at that time and in that place, meant different things. 
Today, such a title would be tautologous. 


3. According to Sabatino Moscati, Historical Art in the 
Ancient Near East (Rome, 1963), pp. 48-50: 


The characterization of peoples is very clearly defined 
in constant schemata in the art of the ancient Near 
East. Egyptian examples are well known: Asiatics with 
full heads of hair bound with ribbons, and pointed 
beards; Libyans with long curls along their ears; 
beardless Hittites with broad, protruding noses; Negros 
[sic] with flat noses and thick, kinky hair; the "Peoples 
from the Sea" with feathered head coverings, etc. And 


Mesopotamian examples, albeit little studied, are also 
noteworthy: for example, in Neo-Assyrian reliefs, the 
Hebrews deported from Lachish are depicted with 
straight, protruding noses, kinky hair joining rounded, 
tightly curled beards, and wearing long, unbelted 
tunics; Arabs in short belted skirts are represented with 
smooth straight hair contrasting with their curled 
beards; and Persians, with broad, ornate bands on their 
hair, the thin nose that forms a single line with the 
forehead, the short flat beard and the elegant armour. 


4. Juvenal, Satires Ill, 62; Ammianus Marcellinus, History 
XIV, 4. Glen W. Bowersock (Rome and Arabia [Cambridge, 
1983], p. 124, n. 4) has dismissed as absurd the notion that 
"the Roman Empire knew cultural but not racial prejudice." 
The examples of prejudice which he quotes, directed against 
Syrians, Arabs, and Jews, can only be defined as racial if one 
defines Syrians, Arabs, and Jews as races. 


5. The "Southern boundary, made in the year 8, under 
the Majesty of the King of Upper and Lower Egypt, Khekure 
(Sesostris Ill) who is given life forever and ever; in order to 
prevent that any Negro should cross it, by water or by land, 
with a ship. (or) any herds of the Negroes, except a Negro, 
who shall come to do trading in Iken, or with a commission. 
Every good thing shall be done with them, but without 
allowing a ship of the Negroes to pass by Heh, going 
downstream, for ever" (J. H. Breasted, ed., Ancient Records of 
Egypt, vol. 1 [Chicago, 1906-07], pp. 293, 652). 


6. In the Roman Empire, the number of Ethiopian and 
other dark-skinned slaves, even in Egypt, was small (William 
L. Westermann. The Slave Systems of Greek and Roman 
Antiquity [Philadelphia, 1955]. p. 97). 


7. Thus Cicero, in De provinciis consularibus, speaks of 
the Syrians and the Jews as "nations born for slavery." This 
occurs in a letter in which he is commiserating with certain 
tax farmers who had been handed over as slaves to the 
Syrians and the Jews. 


8. A. J. Toynbee, A Study of History, vol. 1 (London 1939), 
p. 266. For the historical record of Muslim racial attitudes, 
the reader must look elsewhere. The problem of relations 
between Arab and non-Arab Muslims in early Islamic society 
was first examined, with a wealth of documentation, in Ignaz 
Goldziher's classic Muhammedanische Studien, vol. 1 (Halle, 
1888) (Muslim Studies, vol. 1 [London, 1967]); that of color 
in K. Vollers, “Ober Rassenfarben in der arabischen 
Literatur," in Centenario delta nascita di Michele Amari, vol. 
1 (Palermo, 1910), pp. 84-95. Briefer and more general 
accounts are given in R. Levy, The Social Structure of /slam 
(Cambridge, 1957) (rev. ed. of Sociology of Islam [London, 
1931-33]), chap. 1; G. E. von Grunebaum. Medieval Islam, 
2d ed. (Chicago, 1953). p. 199ff. (The German version, Der 
Islam im Mittelalter [Zurich-Stuttgart, 1963], pp. 256ff., has 
fuller documentation.) 


The place of the black in Arab-lslamic society was 
extensively studied in an excellent German doctoral thesis 
by G. Rotter (Die Stellung des Negers in der islamisch- 
arabischen Gesellschaft bis zum XVI Jahrhundert [Bonn, 
1967]) and, in a brief but illuminating survey, by J. O. 
Hunwick, "Black Africans in the Islamic world: An 
understudied dimension of the Black Diaspora," Tarikh 5, no. 
4 (1978), pp. 20-40. Mention may be made of three studies 
in Arabic: an article by 'Awn al-Sharif Oasim. on the blacks 
in Arabic life and literature, "Al-Sudan fi hayat al-'Arab wa- 
adabihim," Bulletin of Sudanese Studies (Khartoum) 1 
(1968), pp. 76-92, and two books by 'Abduh Badawi, Al-Sud 
wa '‘'l-Hadara al Arabiyya (Cairo, 1976) on the blacks and 


Arab civilization and Al-Shu ark' al-SW wa-khasa'isuhum fi'l- 
Shir al-Arabi (Cairo, 1973) on black poets in Arabic 
literature. For a pioneer study on some racial attitudes in 
classical Persian literature, see Minoo Southgate, "The 
negative images of blacks in some medieval Iranian 
writings," Iranian Studies 17, no. 1 (1984), pp. 3-36. Some 
Turkish images of blacks have been studied in two articles 
by Pertev Naili Boratav: "The Negro in Turkish folklore," 
Journal of American Folklore 64 (1951), pp. 83-88, and "Les 
Noirs dans le folklore turc et le folklore des Noirs de Turquic," 
Journal de la Societe des Africanistes 28 (1958), pp. 7-23. 
For two studies dealing specifically with North Africa, see 
Leon Carl Brown, "Color in Northern Africa," Daedalus 96 
(1967), pp. 464-82, and Lucette Valensi, "Esclaves chretiens 
et esciaves noirs a Tunis au XVille siecle," Annales 6 (1967), 
pp. 1267-88. For translations of relevant texts, see B. Lewis, 
Islam from the Prophet Muhammad to the Capture of 
Constantinople, vol. 2, Religion and Society (New York, 
1974), esp. chaps. 5-12; Graham W. Irwin, Africans Abroad 
(New York, 1977), pp. 57-119. A number of relevant articles 
dealing with aspects of the problem may be found in J. R. 
Willis, ed., Slaves and Slavery in Muslim Africa, vol. 1, Islam 
and the Ideology of Slavery, and vol. 2, The Service Estate 
(London, 1985), and in UNESCO, African Slave Trade (Paris, 
1979). 


9. The Thousand and One Nights, trans. E. W. Lane, rev. 
ed., vol. 1 (London, 1859), pp. 4-5. | have preferred Lane's 
sometimes rather coy translation to that of Sir Richard 
Burton, who not only preserves but also greatly augments 
the indecencies of the original. His is the more serious 
misrepresentation. 


10. 467th and 468th nights, R. F. Burton, The Book of the 
Thousand Nights and a Night, vol. 4 (London, 1894). pp. 
212-14. This story is omitted by Lane. The theme of 


whiteness as a reward is a common one. Cf. Rotter, Stellung 
des Negers, pp. 179-80. Another rather humorous story in 
the Thousand and One Nights tells of a Yemenite who 
arrived in Baghdad with six slave women, one black, one 
white, one fat, one thin. one yellow, one brown (Burton, 
Thousand Nights and a Night, vol. 3 [London. 18941, pp. 
360-81.) In a kind of literary competition organized by their 
owner, the slave girls are divided into three pairs, and each 
girl is invited to sing the praises of her own qualities and 
decry those of her paired opponent in poetry and prose. The 
fat and the thin discuss the merits and defects of fatness 
and thinness; the others deal with colorblack against white, 
and yellow against brown. The narrator adopts a position of 
apparent neutrality, but the narrative reveals a number of 
underlying assumptions. For an excellent analysis, see 
Andre Miquel, Sept conies des mille et one nuits, ou it n'v a 
pas de conies innocents (Paris, 1981), pp. 165-89. 


Chapter 3 


1. This would appear to be the original meaning of the 
Arabic shuub wa-gaba il. According to some _ later 
commentators, the terms shu'ub and gaba'il denote, 
respectively, non-Arab and Arab groupings. 


2. Ignaz Goldziher, Muhaimnedanische Studien, vol. 1 
(Halle, 1888), pp. 103-4, 268-69 (Muslim Studies, vol. | 
[London, 1967]. pp. 99-100, 243-44): cf. G. E. von 
Grunebaum, "The nature of Arab unity before Islam," Arahica 
10 (1963), p. 10. On the interesting question of the classical 
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The Qur'an tells the story of Noah and his Ark, and speaks 
of one of Noah's sons who had separated himself from his 
family and therefore perished (X1:42ff.). There is, however, 
no reference to Ham or to his curse, whether of servitude or 
of blackness, and of course no descendants. The story of 
Ham appears, however, at an early date in Islamic literature 
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traditionists. Their versions vary considerably. While most 
indicate that Ham offended against his father Noah, not all 
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versions, Noah withholds his blessing from Ham; in others, 
he curses him. In some versions, the curse consists only of 
servitude; in others, of both servitude and blackness. The 
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[see above, p. 32] of the idea of blackness as a curse or 
punishment may be an allusion to this story) would appear 
to be a passage in Ibn Qutayba (828-89), who says: 
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shore, where God increased and multiplied them. They 
are the blacks. Their food was fish, and they sharpened 
their teeth like needles, as the fish stuck to them. Some 
of his children went to the West [Maghrib]. Ham begat 
Kush ibn Ham, Kan'an ion Ham, and Fut ion Ham. Fut 
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descendants. Kush and Kan'‘an's descendants are the 
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Ethiopians, Copts, and Berbers. (Kitab al-Ma trrif ed. 
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traditions ascribed to him are regarded, in Islamic religious 
literature, with reserve. In another version of the story 
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ibn Dhi Yazan, telling how he led the Muslim Arabs to victory 
against the infidel Ethiopians and blacks (Sirat Saif ibn Dhi 
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1. A Discussion of National Character (Late Tenth Century) 


He said: Which do you consider superior, the foreigners or 
the Arabs? 


| said: Scholars take account of four nations: the 
Byzantines, the Arabs. the Persians, and the Indians. Three 
of these are foreigners, and it would be hard to say that the 
Arabs alone are superior to all three of them, with all that 
they have and all their diversity. 


He said: | just mean the Persians. 


| said: Before | give my own judgment, | shall relate what 
was said by Ibn al- Mugaffa',' a noble Persian and a 
distinguished foreigner, outstanding among men of culture. . 
.. Shabib ibn Shabba said... We were received by Ibn al- 
Mugqaffa', who asked us: "Which is the wisest of nations?" We 
thought he meant the Persians, so we said, trying to 
ingratiate ourselves with him: "Persia is the wisest of 
nations." "Certainly not," he said, "they cannot claim this. 
They are a people who were taught and learned, who were 
set an example and copied it, who were given a start and 
followed it, but they have neither originality nor resource." 
We suggested the Byzantines, and he said, "No, it is not with 


them either. They have firm bodies, and they are builders 
and geometers. They know nothing else, and excel in 
nothing else." 


"The Chinese," we said. "People of furnishings and 
handicrafts", he replied, "with neither thought nor 
reflection." "The Turks," we said. "Wild beasts for the fray," 
he replied. "The Indians," we said. "People of fantasy," he 
said, "of legerdemain and conjuring and tricks." The Zanj." 
we said. "Feckless cattle, he replied. 


So we turned the question back to him; and he said: "The 
Arabs," at which we exchanged glances and whispers. This 
made him angry with us. He turned pale and said: "You seem 
to suspect me of trying to flatter you. By God, | dearly wish 
that you did not have this privilege; but even if | have lost 
this privilege, | would disdain to lose the truth as well... . 
The Arabs are the wisest of nations because of their sound 
character, balanced physique, precise thought, and keen 
understanding." 


He said: How well Ibn al-Muqaffa' spoke, and how well you 
relate it. And now give as your own version, both what you 
have heard and what you have thought of yourself. 


| said: What [Ibn al-Mugaffa'] said is sufficient. To add to it 
would be superfluous, to repeat it useless. 


He said: . . . This question-| mean the relative merits of 
nations-is one of the main topics about which people 
contend and argue and on which they never reach 
agreement. 


| said: Inevitably, since it is not in the nature or custom or 
innate qualities of the Persian to admit the merit of the Arab, 
nor is it in the character or usage of the Arab to affirm the 
merits of the Persian, and likewise the Indian, the Byzantine, 


the Turk, the Daylami, and the rest. Recognition of merit and 
honor depends on two things: one is that which 
distinguishes one people in its prime from others, in the 
choice between good and evil and in sound or faulty judgn 
ent and in study from beginning to end. On this basis, every 
nation has merits and defects; and every people has 
committed good and evil deeds: and every community of 
men, in its works and in its doing and its undoing, has both 
perfection and shortcoming. In consequence, good and had 
qualities are spread among the whole of mankind and 
implanted in all of them. 


The Persians have statecraft, civility, rules, and etiquette; 
the Byzantines have science and wisdom; the Indians have 
thought and reflection and nimbleness and magic and 
perseverance; the Turks have courage and impetuosity; the 
Zanj have patience and toil and merriment; the Arabs are 
intrepid, hospitable, loyal, gallant. generous, protective, 
eloquent, and cogent. 


These qualities are not found in every individual of these 
nations but are widespread among them. Some, however, 
may be bereft of all these qualities or even marked by their 
opposite. Thus there are Persians who are ignorant of 
statecraft, lacking in civility-ruffians and rabble; there are 
Arabs who are cowardly, boorish, fickle, miserly, and tongue- 
tied; and likewise with the Indians, the Byzantines, and the 
others. And so, if the people of merit and excellence among 
the Byzantines are compared with those among the 
Persians, they meet on the Straight Path and differ only in 
the dimensions of merit and extent of excellence; and this 
does not distinguish but unites them. Likewise, if the flawed 
and vicious of one nation are compared with the flawed and 
base of another, they meet on one track; and they differ 
only in the magnitude and scope of their defects... . It is 
clear that all nations have their share of merits and defects, 


by both innate compulsion and intellectual choice. The rest 
is mere argument among people, according to their places of 
origin, their inherited customs, and their aroused passions. 


There is another point, of prime importance, which we 
Cannot omit from this discussion. 


Every nation has a time when it prevails over its rivals. 
This becomes clear if you direct your imagination to Greece 
and to Alexander, who conquered and governed and reigned 
and led and ripped apart and joined together and prescribed 
and disposed and aroused and restrained and erased and 
recorded. And if you consider the story of Chrosroes 
Anushirvan,3. you~ will find precisely the same 
circumstance.... When Abu Muslim... was asked: Which 
people do you find the bravest? he replied: "All people are 
brave when their power is rising." He spoke truth, for every 
nation at the beginning of its felicity is worthier, bolder, 
braver, more glorious, more generous, more munificent, 
more eloquent, more articulate, more judicious, and more 
veracious: and this derives from something that is common 
to all nations ... and shows the abounding generosity of 
Almighty God to all His creatures. 


On Languages 


We have heard many languages (even if we did not 
understand them) of all nations, such as the languages of 
our friends the Persians, Indians, Turks, Khwarezmians. 
Slavs, Andalusians, and Zanj; and we have found nothing in 
these languages like the limpidity of Arabic.... This will he 
recognized by any healthy person who is free from passion 
or tribal bigotry and who is devoted to equity and to 
fairness... . Indeed, | would be astonished if any man of wide 
knowledge, sound mind, and extensive culture, would 
disagree with what | say. 


Reply to al-Jayhani 


| am greatly astonished by al-Jayh5ni,4 who in his hook 
abuses the Arabs and says that they eat jerboas and lizards 
and rats and snakes, denounce and attack each other, and 
excite and commit obscenities with each other, as if they 
had cast off the qualities of humanity and donned the hides 
of swine. That, he said, is why Chosroes used to call the king 
of the Arabs Saganshah,' that is to say, the king of the dogs. 
... He (al Jayhani) did not realize that if every Chosroes who 
was in Persia, and every Caesar who was in Rome... and 
every Khagan who was among the Turks came into this 
desert and desolation and emptiness, they would not have 
acted otherwise, since he who is hungry eats what he finds 
and drinks what he can in order to survive. If Anushirvan 
had found himself in the deserts of the Banu Asad... the 
rocks of liba, the sands of Yabrin, or the wastes of Habir and 
if he were hungry and thirsty and naked, then would not he, 
too, eat jerboas and rats'? Would not he, too, drink camel's 
urine and well water? Would not he, too, wear rough and 
tattered garments’? ... To say such things is ignorance, to 
repeat them injustice, because the Arabs are the finest of 
mankind. 


Notes 


1. lon al-Mugaffa’ (ca. 720-ca. 756), a Persian convert to 
Islam, an adviser to the caliphs. and one of the founders of 
classical Arabic prose literature. 


2. Reading hahd'im hdmila, as suggested by the editors of 
the text. The ms. reads ha’'ila, "fearsome," which does not 
accord with bahima (pl. bahd'im), a term normally used of 
cattle or domestic animals. 


3. Chosroes Anushirvan (531-79 A.D.), a Sasanid emperor 
of Iran. Because of his celebrity, his name, in the Arabized 
form Kisra, was used in Islamic literature as the title of the 
sovereign of Persia, the equivalent of Caesar in Rome and 
Byzantium. 


4. Presumably one of a well-known family of viziers and 
scholars of that name, in the service of the Samanid princes 
who reigned in eastern Iran and Central Asia. See Eh suppl. 
s.v., Djayhani" (by C. Pellat). 


5. From the Persian sag, "dog." The epithet is a mocking 
parody of the Persian imperial title shahanshah, "king of 
kings." 


2. The Rights of the Slave (Late Eleventh to Early Twelfth 
Century) 


Know that the rights of ownership by marriage have 
already been treated above in the section on marriage. As 
for ownership by slavery, this too entails rights in social 
relations which must be respected. Among the final 
injunctions of the Prophet of God, may God bless and 
preserve him, he said: "Fear God concerning those whom 
you own [literally, 'those whom your right hands possess'’]. 
Feed them with what you eat and cover them with what you 
wear, and do not set them tasks which they cannot perform. 
Those whom you like, keep; and those whom you dislike, 
sell. Do not torment God's creatures. God made you their 
owner; and had He wished, He could have made them your 
owners." 


He also said, may God bless and save him: "The slave is 
entitled to his food and clothing, as is appropriate; and he 
should not be set tasks which he cannot perform." 


‘Ahdallah, the son of 'Umar, may God he pleased with 
them both, said: "A man came to the Prophet of God and 
said: 'O Prophet of God, how many times shall we pardon a 
Slave?’ And the Prophet was silent, and then he said: 
‘Forgive him seventy times every day.’ 


‘Umar, may God be pleased with him, used to go to al- 
Awali every Saturday; and when he saw a Slave with a task 
beyond his power, he would lighten his task. It is related on 
the authority of Abu Hurayra, may God be pleased with him, 
that he saw a man riding a steed and his slave running 
behind him; and he said to the man: "Slave of God, mount 
him behind you, for he is your brother and his soul is as your 
soul." 


.. A Slave girl of Abu'l-Darda' said to him: "For a year | 
have been poisoning you, but nothing happens to you." He 
said: "Why do you do this'?" She said: "I want to be rid of 
you." He said: "Go, you are free for the sake of God." 


Al-Zuhri said: "If you say to a slave: 'May God punish you,' 
then he is free." Someone said to al-Ahnaf ibn Qays: "From 
whom did you learn magnanimity?" He said: "From Qays ibn 
‘Asim." It was said: "How far did his magnanimity reach?" He 
replied: "Once when he was sitting in his house a 
slavewoman came with a roast on a spit. The spit fell from 
her hand on his son, who was wounded and died. The slave 
girl was horrified, and he said: 'Nothing will calm this slave 
girl but manumission.' He therefore said to her: 'You are free, 
don't be afraid.’ " 


“Awn ibn “Abdallah used to say, when his slave disobeyed 
him: "You are like your master. Your master disobeys his 
master, and you disobey your master." One day he made 
him angry, and he said: "What you want is to make me beat 
you. Go, you are free." 


Maymun ibn Mihran had a guest with him, and he told his 
Slave girl to make haste in bringing dinner. She came 
hurrying. with a full dish; but she stumbled and emptied in 
on the head of her master Maymun. He said: "Slave girl! You 
have scalded me." She said: "You who teach what is good 
and punish people, return to what God said." "And what did 
God say?" he asked. She replied: "He said 'Those who hold 
hack their anger.' " He said: "I have held hack my anger." 
She said: "And those who forgive others." He said: "I have 
forgiven you." She said: "And more, for God also said: 'God 
loves those who do good' " (all from Qur'an XXX:128). He 
Said: "You are free for the sake of God." 


lbn al-Munkadir said: "A man who was one of the 
Companions of the Prophet of God struck a slave of his, and 
the slave began to cry out: 'l ask you for the sake of God, | 
ask you for the sake of God'; but he did not pardon him. The 
Prophet heard the cry of the slave and went to him; and 
when the man saw the Prophet of God, he withheld his hand. 
And the Prophet of God said: 'He asked you for the sake of 
God and you did not forgive him, but when you saw me you 
withheld your hand.' And the man said: 'He is free for the 
sake of God, O Prophet of God.' And the Prophet of God said: 
‘Had you not done this, hellfire would have scorched your 
face.’ " 


The Prophet of God also said: "The slave who is loyal to his 
master and faithful in the service of God will have a double 
reward." When Abu Raft' was manumitted, he wept and said: 
"| used to have two rewards, and now one of them has 
gone." 


The Prophet of God said: "| was shown the first three to 
enter Paradise, and the first three to enter Hell. The first 
three in Paradise were the martyr [who falls in the holy war], 
the owned slave who is faithful in his service to God and 


loyal to his master, and the chaste and moral man with 
children. The first three to enter Hell are an oppressive ruler, 
a rich man who does not give God's share, and a pauper 
braggart." 


It is related on the authority of Abu Masud al-Ansan, who 
said: "| was beating one of my slaves when | heard a voice 
behind me saying: “Know this, 0 AN Mas‘ ud!' The voice said 
this twice. | turned around, and there was the Prophet of 
God. | threw the whip from my hand, and he said: “By God, 
God has more power over you than you have over this man.' 


The Prophet of God said: "If one of you buys a slave, the 
first food he gives him should be something sweet, for this 
will be the most soothing for him." This was related by 
Ma adh. 


Abu Hurayra said that the Prophet of God said: "If one of 
you has his slave bring him food, he should seat him and let 
him eat with him, and if he does not do this, he should at 
least give him a mouthful." .. . 


A man came to see Salman, who was kneading dough; 
and the man said to him: "O Abu “Abdallah, what is this?" 
And Salman replied: "I sent my servant on some task, and | 
did not wish to double his work." 


The Prophet of God said: "If anyone has a slave girl and he 
respects her chastity and treats her well and then manumits 
her and marries her, then he has two rewards." He also said: 
"Every one of you is a shepherd and every one of you is 
responsible for his flock." 


In sum, the right of the slave is that his master should 
Share his food and clothing with him, not give him tasks 
beyond his strength, not look upon him with the eye of 


arrogance and disdain, forgive him for his trespasses, and 
when he is angry with him for some lapse or offense, think of 
his own sins and offenses against Almighty God and his 
shortcomings in obedience to God, and remember that 
God's power is greater over him than his power over his 
Slave. 


3. A Legal Ruling (Fifteenth Century) 


| have been asked about slaves who come from the land of 
Abyssinia and who profess monotheism and accept the rules 
of holy law; is it lawful or not to sell and buy them? If they 
are converted to Islam while subject to the ownership of 
their masters, have the masters the right to sell them or not? 
And if the Surma allows the sale of slaves, how is it that the 
profession of the monotheistic creed, which saves [an infidel 
prisoner] from death and from punishment in the other 
world, does not save from the humiliation and the suffering 
of slavery? Indeed, ownership is an enslavement and 
diminution of the individual ennobled by the faith. And what 
is the meaning of the saying of the doctors of the holy law: 
"Slavery is unbelief [kufr]"? Does this apply after one has 
become a believer? 


| reply: If it is proved that a slave was originally an 
unbeliever of one kind or another-unless he is of Quraysh- 
and if on the other hand it is not proved that he adopted 
Islam when he was in his own country and a free agent, then 
once his captors have laid hands on him after conquest and 
victory, it is lawful for them to sell or buy him, without 
hindrance. The profession of the monotheistic creed by 
these slaves does not prevent the continuance of their 
status as slaves, since slavery is a humiliation and a 
servitude caused by previous or current unbelief and having 
as its purpose to discourage unbelief. That is why the slave 


is deemed "absent" for himself but "present" for his master. 
When he is liberated, he acquires legal identity and 
becomes master of his own person. He is then able to own 
property, to be a judge or witness, or to hold public office. 


As to those who profess monotheism and observe the 
rules of holy law among the slaves arriving from Abyssinia 
and from other countries of unbelievers and of the House of 
War, their profession of monotheism does not hinder their 
sale and their purchase on the basis of their original unbelief 
and uncertainty, whether their conversion to Islam _ is 
previous or subsequent to the establishment of a right of 
ownership by their master. The doubt is about the 
hindrance, and doubt about hindrance is of no effect. 


Certainly, if it is known that a whole section or community 
of the inhabitants of a region have adopted Islam or been 
conquered by Islam, in such a case the way to avoid error 
would be to prohibit the possession of these slaves. 


But if conversion to Islam is subsequent to the 
establishment of a right of ownership [over the slaves], then 
Islam does not require freedom, because slavery has been 
caused by unbelief. This state of servitude continues after 
the cessation of the unbelief, because of its past existence 
and in order to discourage unbelief. 


4. Correspondence Concerning Slavery between Consul 
General Drummond Hay and the Sultan of Morocco (1842) 
Consul General Drummond Hay 
Slave Trade No. 2 


Four Inclosures 


Received Mar 30 
By Sea via Gibraltar 


Correspondence with the Moorish Government regarding the 
traffick in Slaves. 


Tangier 12th March 1842 
My Lord [Earl of Aberdeen], 


Having made application to the Sultan of Marocco, in 
pursuance of the directions in your Lordship's Circular of the 
27th last December, marked Slave Trade No. 4, as 
mentioned in my Despatch of the 29th January, marked 
Slave Trade No. 1,-l received an Answer from the Potentate, 
of which-and my own letter to which it replies-| do myself 
the honor of presenting herewith the English Versions. 
IInclosure 1.] 


The Sultan's Answer being far from satisfactory, and His 
Majesty having distinctly asked for information on the 
subject of my communication,-whereon, as regarding other 
nations than his own, he appeared entirely ignorant,-l 
considered the occasion convenient for transmitting to this 
Potentate, (So soon as the sickness of our Interpreter 
permitted him to prepare the Arabic translation) a second 
Letter and this in considerable detail: that Translation was 
completed and despatched yesterday to the Sultan, who is 
now at Meknas,-and thereof also | beg leave to present 
herewith my English original. [Inclosure 2.] 


If much time had not elapsed since receipt of your 
Lordship's instructions, | would yet wait the Moorish Sultan's 
reply to my second Letter; but, as that may not arrive till 
after the departure of several mails, | am unwilling to lay any 


longer under the possible imputation of not having used my 
best efforts to forward the views of your Lordship,by 
endeavouring to obtain, as promptly as possible, the desired 
information regarding the Slave Trade in this country. 


Having addressed myself on the subject to Her Majesty's 
Vice Consuls at the outposts of Marocco, | have not collected 
from their replies a single fact worthy relation: the little that 
| have myself been able to obtain, through another channel, 
of matter illustrative in some degree of Laws and 
Regulations respecting Slavery and the Slave Trade in this 
country, is presented herewith to your Lordship in the 
original Arabic, with accurate Translations, (Inclosures Nos. 3 
and 4). 


The mere circumstance of the Thaleb, from whom | 
obtained the documents in the Inclosure No. 3, having 
assured me, that his head would be endangered, if | made 
known to any one in this country that | had gotten from him 
such documents,-will show (though | believe he greatly 
exaggerated his pretended fear) how difficult it is to obtain 
authentic information in Marocco, on any subject. wherein 
an inquirer may be suspected of trenching on the religious 
prejudices of its most bigoted people. 


It will be agreeable for your Lordship to know, that the 
Slaves in this country are not numerous and, according to all 
my own observation and every report, are kindly treated by 
their masters, who-at their decease-frequently emancipate 
their Slaves. 


During nearly thirteen years of residence in Marocco, | do 
not remember a single instance of Slaves having been 
exported from this country; and the last case of the kind, of 
which | have information, occurred about twenty four years 
ago,-when five hundred Black men were purchased by the 


late Algerine Consul Hadj Abd-al-crim Ben-Thaleb for the 
Dey of Algiers. to which place they were sent by sea and 
were formed-as | am told-into a Body-guard of the Dey. 


| have the honor to be, 

with the highest respect, 

My Lord, 

Your Lordship's most obedient 
very humble Servant 


E. W. A. Drummond Hay 
Letters to and from the Sultan of Marocco 


[Inclosure No. 1, in Despatch marked Slave Trade No. 2 of 
12th Mar. 1842 from Cons. Gen. Drummond Hay to the Earl 
of Aberdeen, etc.] 


To His Imperial Majesty Mulai Abd Errachman Ben 
Heesham,' Sultan of Marocco, etc. Her Britannic Majesty's 
Agent and Consul General Drummond Haywith profound 
respect. 


In consequence of instructions from the principal 
Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs of the Queen my 
Gracious Sovereign, | do myself the high honor of requesting 
Your Imperial Majesty to be pleased to cause me to be 
informed, if any Laws or any administrative Acts have 
emanated from your Majesty or your Majesty's Royal 
Predecessors, or from any Governors of Districts or from any 
Municipal Officers under the Imperial authority,-for the 


purpose of regulating, restraining or preventing the traffic in 
Slaves; and, if there have been any such Acts or Laws 
promulgated, | am to beg of Your Majesty to be pleased to 
direct that, | be furnished with authenticated copies of all 
such documents, whether they may have been of a 
temporary or of a permanent character. 


| would add, in exemplification of this application to your 
Imperial Majesty that it is desirable that your Majesty may 
be pleased to cause me to be instructed, if there be any Law 
or Regulation in any part of Your Majesty's Dominions, 
whereby the traffic in Slaves-if not wholly prohibited-is in 
any degree moderated or kept within certain bounds; as for 
example, if there be prohibition against any merchant 
purchasing man, woman or child of any colour whatsoever, 
for exportation as Slaves, and if they can or cannot be 
legally exported from out Your Majesty's dominions by land 
or Sea. 


Dated at Tangier the 22nd of January in the year of Jesus 
Christ the Messiah 1842 


(signed) E. W. A. Drummond Hay 
Translation of the Sultan's Answer to the foregoing letter. 


N. B. Although this letter, (which appears a production of 
great haste) is addressed on the face of it to "The Consul of 
the French, " it was on the Envelope addressed to "The 
Consul of the English" 


In the name of the Most Merciful God! There is no 
power or strength but in God the High and 
Almighty 


To the Employed who manifests in our Sheriffian Service 
attention and Solicitude, Drummond Hay Consul of the 


French [sic] Nation residing in Tangier. 
which premised: 


We have received the Letter you have addressed to our 
presence exalted of God, wherein you state that the Minister 
for Foreign Affairs of the Queen of your Nation has called 
upon you to make inquiry regarding the Trade in Slaves, if it 
be lawful by our beloved Law or no. 


Be it known to you, that the Traffic in Slaves is a matter on 
which all Sects and Nations have agreed from the time of 
the sons of Adam, on whom he the Peace of God, up to this 
day-and we are not aware of its being prohibited by the Laws 
of any Sect, and no one need ask this question, the same 
being manifest to both high and low and requires no more 
demonstration than the light of day: But if there he any 
peculiar event which has occurred, inform us about it 
particularly, in order that the answer may be apposite to the 
question. 


Ended the 23rd Doolhadja 1257 (4 Feb 1842) 
True Copies 
Henry John Murray 


Vice Consul 
[Inclosurc No. 21 


To the Noble Prince exalted of the Lord Mulai Abd 
Errachman Ben Heesham Sultan of Marocco, etc., etc. Her 
Britannic Majesty's Agent and Consul General E. W. A. 
Drummond Hay-with profound respect. 


| have had the honor to receive Your Imperial Majesty's 
Letter dated the 23rd Doolhedja, purporting to he an Answer 
to that addressed by me to Your Majesty on the subject of 
the Slave-trade: but, it would appear from some expressions 
in Your Majesty's Letter, that Your Majesty has not clearly 
apprehended the sense of the application made therein, on 
the part of the Government of Her Majesty my Gracious 
Sovereign. 


That wise and enlightened Government is fully aware, 
that, Slavery and Trading in Slaves are not prohibited by the 
Law of Islam. any more than by the more ancient Law of the 
tribes of Israel, nay indeed Slavery and the Slave trade were 
nut-until a comparatively very recent period-prohibited by 
the Laws of even any Christian state. 


Your Imperial Majesty having deigned to express a desire 
that if any peculiar event have occurred. | should inform 
Your Majesty about it particularly in order that the answer 
may be apposite to the question,-| now do myself the honor 
of presenting to Your Imperial Majesty, in as short a form as 
so large a subject may admit, a general view of the progress 
made-within some thirty four years past-in favor of suffering 
humanity, with regard to Slavery and the Slavetrade, which 
will clearly show, that many nations-and these of various 
religious persuasions-have disapproved and have modified 
and some have entirely abolished the traffic in Slaves. 


The Government of Great Britain had the high honor of 
taking the lead in Europe for this righteous work of charity, 
in abolishing the traffic by British Subjects in Slaves; of 
whom it is computed that, for a long course of years, upward 
of 300,000 in all have been carried off annually by various 
Nations from the Coasts of Africa. conveyed thence in 
frightful bondage across the ocean and sold as Slaves in 
numerous distant lands. 


Ultimately between six and seven years ago, the British 
Government abolished also Slavery itself throughout the 
vast extent of its Empire, at the cost of Twenty Millions 
Sterling or about $100,000,000 Dollars, for indemnification 
of all British Subjects possessors of Slaves; thus 
emancipating more than seven hundred and fifty thousand 
of our fellow men from Slavery; and it is not unworthy the 
contemplation of Your Imperial Majesty's exalted mind, that, 
while this glorious work of charity was performed by the 
British Government on a scale of munificence never heard of 
before in the history of mankind, the said vast sum of 
treasure-paid in such compensationpresent the most 
admirably striking instance of a liberal and just resolution to 
vindicate and maintain the rights of property. 


Upon this grand event in British legislation, it was enacted 
that any Subject of the British Crown or any individual 
residing in any part of the British dominions, who shall 
engage in the Slave-trade or in the conveyance of Slaves 
upon the sea, shall he held guilty of the crime of Piracy- 
involving the punishment of death; and that anyone who 
Shall knowingly embark capital or lend other aid of any kind 
to the traffic, although not personally engaged in it, shall he 
held guilty of felony-the punishment whereof is exile to a 
penal settlement. 


More than 26 years ago the efforts of Great Britain, in 
combination with corresponding efforts on the part of her 
Allies, had already succeeded so far as to have induced the 
Representatives of Eight of the greatest Powers of Europe- 
assembled in Congress at Vienna-to declare unanimously, 
after a solemn deliberation, that the Slave-trade is 
repugnant to the principles of humanity and universal 
morality,-and that it was the earnest desire of their 
Sovereigns to put an end to a scourge, which has so long 


afflicted humanity, degraded those European Nations which 
have exercised that traffic and desolated Africa. 


Subsequently, almost all the Powers of Europe have given 
practical effect to the humane principles, proclaimed in that 
memorable Declaration, by their Legislative enactments and 
by Treaty engagements; and in the same generous purpose 
have concurred a very large portion of the great States of 
America, both North and South. 


But it is with yet additional pleasure, | acquaint Your 
Imperial Majesty, thataccording to information | have 
recently received, which, although not official seems to be 
perfectly authentic.-the Rulers of several Mooslem States- 
those namely of Muscat, of Egypt and of Tunis-have already 
exhibited a generous disposition to follow the Christian 
Governments in the same march of _ beneficence. 
Circumstances indeed are understood to have-for the 
present-delayed fulfilment by the Pasha Mohamed Ali of his 
purpose in this matter, as expressed some time since to 
Agents of the British Government but the Prince Imaum of 
Muscat, who, as Your Majesty is doubtless aware, rules over 
important possessions on the East Coast of Africa, as well as 
over a large territory in South Arabia, has abolished the 
external Slave-trade of his dominions;-and the Bey of Tunis 
has, within a few months past, taken measures for 
abolishing the Slave-trade within his Regency. There may be 
also other Mooslem Princes, who have entered the same 
glorious career for alleviating the afflictions of our fellow 
man,-but | have not at present further notices regarding 
them for Your Majesty's information on this most interesting 
subject; there do yet however remain circumstances in the 
present history of the World, that cannot fail to he highly 
gratifying to the benevolent mind of Your Imperial Majesty; 
namely that, a convention was just half a year since entered 
into with the British Government by the King of Bonny, one 


of the Southern regions of Soodan, not only to abolish the 
Slave-trade totally within his dominions,-but, as that 
potentate's realm occupies some extent of sea coast, the 
stipulation is added, that, no Slaves shall ever again be 
permitted to pass through or be exported from his 
dominions. The value of this Convention to the common 
cause of Charity will be better appreciated, when it is 
considered that-until lately-no less than 20,000 Slaves were 
annually exported from the Kingdom of Bonny alone. 


About the same time also Treaties were concluded, by 
Officers of the Queen my Gracious Sovereign, for the total 
abolition of the Slave-trade within their dominions by the 
Kings of Eboe and of Iddah,-regions also of Soodan through 
which the great river Quorra runs to the North of Bonny, 
where it joins the ocean: the kingdoms of Eboe and Iddah 
have, as did Bonny, afforded for ages hitherto vast markets 
for the dealers in Slaves. 


Having made these statements in order to comply to the 
best of any power at present with Your Majesty's desire,-l 
would beg leave to observe to Your Imperial Majesty, that, 
although the Prophets and other Legislators of ancient 
nations had not, on account of the uncultivated times 
wherein they lived, held it expedient to frame any Laws for 
the prohibition of the traffic in Slaves; yet in no age nor in 
any Country of the world (except in cases indicated as of 
punishment for the wicked) has the Enslaving of Human 
Beings been prescribed as a praiseworthy usage or as one 
that can he grateful to the ONE All-Beneficent God,-but it 
appears to have been merely a practice permitted, as arising 
out of rude habits. 


In conclusion, | crave Your Majesty's condescending 
attention, while | repeat this, | am commissioned-as Agent 
near your Majesty for the Queen my Gracious Sovereign-to 


inquire if (although the Law of Islam has not prohibited the 
trading of Slaves) there have been put forth at any time by 
Your Majesty or by any of Your Majesty's predecessors or by 
any Officers under your own or their Imperial Authority any 
Ordinance or Regulation, whereby that traffic was or is in 
any degree limited or modified and, if there have been any 
such ordinances or Regulations promulgated, | am to request 
Your Majesty to be pleased to cause me to be supplied with 
authenticated copies of the same. 


| rely on Your Majesty's respect for the Queen my 
Sovereign and for the great Empire, with the care of which 
Her Majesty is entrusted by the Divine Grace, to accept this 
communication in the same spirit of friendliness, with which 
it is addressed to Your Imperial Majesty for a more mature 
consideration. 


The Queen's Government, | may be allowed to add, feel so 
great anxiety to see the Slave-trade extinguished in every 
part of the World, that they are unwilling to let pass any 
occasion, which offers a hope of being able to mitigate that 
evil in any Country where it continues to exist: and the 
present appeared a favorable period for this inquiry with 
regard to the Institutions, usage and Regulations in force 
and affecting Slavery and the Slave-trade in West Barbary: 
while this fine Country is happily under the Government of a 
Prince so enlightened as Your Majesty, and one whose rule 
over his dominions exhibits Your Imperial Majesty as the 
kind father of a grateful People. 


Dated at Tangier this 26th day of February in the Year of 
Jesus Christ the Messiah 1842-(16th Moharrem the first 
month of the year 1258) 


Drummond Hay Her Britanic 
Majesty's Agent and Consul 


General in Marocco. 


[Arabic documents from the Thaleb Hamed Ben Yahia 
regarding Slavery and the Slave Trade in Morocco. 


Inclosure No. 3, in Despatch marked "Slave-trade No. 2 of 
12th. March.. 1842 from Cons. Gen. Drummond Hay to the 
Earl of Aberdeen] 


[English translation of Arabic documents from the Thaleb 
Hamed Ben Yahia regarding: Slavery and Slave-trade in 
Marocco. Inclosure No. 4, in Despatch marked "Slavetrade 
No. 3 of 12th Mar 1842 from C. G. [Consul General] 
Drummond Hay to the Earl of Aberdeen. ] 


Translation of Arabic documents received by Consul General 
Drummond Hay at Tangier 2nd March 1842 from the Thaleb 
Hamed Ben Yahia of that place. 


(No, 1) Praise be to the One God! 


In aS much as the Consul General Agent for the Queen of 
the English Nation, at this present time in Tangier, has asked 
me what are the ordinances of the Law regarding Slaves or 
Bond-servants, and if there be anything in our Law which 
alleviates their condition of bondage: | replied in the words 
of the Shehk, the Imaum, the most learned Seeyed 
Mohamed Ben Ismael al-Bokhary, in his book entitled Jamea 
G Sahih’ ' 


"The Apostle of God, upon whom be the blessing of God 
Said-(a class of) your brethren are given to you for doing 
service, God has set them beneath you. To him whom God 
has placed beneath his brother let the same meat and drink 
be given of which he partakes himself and let the same 
clothing be given as that with which he himself is clothed, 


let him (the master) fear God in respect to him (the slave) 
and not force him to do more than he can." Peace. 


(No, 2) Praise be to the One God! 


Be it known to you that, as to the question regarding the 
sale of Slaves or Bondservants no Sultan of the Gharb nor 
any other Authority has enacted any ordinance respecting 
them, except that which is ordained by the Religion of the 
Apostle of God, on whom be the Blessing of God, since he 
was in life now 1258 years,-as said the Shehk, the Imaum, 
the most learned Aboo Ahd Allah Seeyed Mohammed Ben 
Ismael al Bokhary in his book entitled Jamea E'Sahih 


"The Apostle of God, on whom be the Blessing and the 
Peace of God, hath saidwhosoever sets any person free God 
will set his soul free from the fire (of Hell)." 


(No. 3) (Extracts from the work of Shehk Khalil wuld Isaac, 
called Moktassar Khalil or Khalil's compendium.)3 


The Shehk Khalil, to whom God be propitious, states the 
following in his abridgement of the chapter regarding Sales. 


"It has been prohibited to sell a Mooslem, the sacred 
misshaf [Qur'an] and a young person to a disbeliever; that is 
to say, to any who do not profess the Faith of Islam, whether 
Christian, Jew or Majoosy:4 to make a present (of the same) 
or to give as in alms is held in the same light as a sale" 


Praise be to the One God! 


The Said Shehk Khalil states in his aforesaid compendium. 
in a section of the chapter regarding Emancipation, that- 


"(A Slave) is emancipated by the Law if illtreated: that is 
to say if he (the master) intends to illtreat the Slave or 


actually does so. Whether he (the Slave) can take with him 
what he may possess of property or no, is a matter yet 
undecided by the Doctors of the Law" Peace! 


true translation from the Said Arabic documents as 
certified to me. 


E. W. A. Drummond Hay 
Her Majesty's Agent and Consul General in Marocco 
[Consul General Drummond Hay 
Slave Trade No. 3 
One Inclosure 
Received 11 Apr. 
by Sea via Gibraltar 


Inclosing the Translation of a Letter from the Sultan of 
Marocco] 


Slave Trade No. 3 
Tangier 27th March 1842 
My Lord 


| have the honor to inclose a translation of a Letter | have 
received from the Sultan of Marocco, in reply to that 
dispatched upon the 11th instant to this potentate on the 
subject of Slavery and the Slave Trade: of which my Letter | 


sent your Lordship the English version in a Dispatch marked 
"Slave Trade No. 2" and dated the 12th instant. 


| have the honor to be, with the highest respect. My Lord, 
Your Lordships most obedient very humble servant, 


E. W. A. Drummond Hay 


Translation of a letter received from the Sultan of Marocco on 
23rd March 1842, in reply to the last of Consul General 
Drummond Hay, respecting Slavery and the Slave Trade. 


In the name of the Most Merciful God! There is no strength 
or power but in God the High and Almighty! 


To the Employed who has in our Sheriffian Service 
diligence and solicitude, Drummond Hay, Consul for the 
English nation residing in Tangier the Protected. 


which premised: 


We have received your Letter explaining the object of the 
Minister of the potentate of your Nation, with reference to 
his inquiries respecting Slaves,-and we have made ourself 
acquainted with the proceedings had in that matter, as well 
as with the expenditure incurred in the purchase from their 
Masters of all those in your dominions; (we learn) also that, 
in Soodan and other parts that example had been followed. 


Be it known to you that the religion of Islam-may God 
exalt it-has a solid foundation, of which the corner stones 
are well secured and the perfection whereof has been made 
known to us by God-to whom belongs all praise-in his book 
Forkun' which admits not either of addition or diminution. 


As to what regards the making of Slaves and Trading 
therewith, it is confirmed by our Book as also by the Sunna 


of Our Prophet, on whom be the blessing and the peace of 
God-and furthermore there is not any controversy between 
the Oolamma' on that subject, and no one can allow what is 
prohibited or prohibit that which is made lawful. 


By whomsoever innovation be attempted contrary to it 
(the Law) the same shall be rejected, inasmuch as our 
sacred religion is not regulated by mens' counsel or 
deliberation, for it proceeds out of Inspiration from the Lord 
of all creatures, through the tongue of our Faithful Prophet, 
on whom be the Peace and Blessing of God! 


Ended the 5th Safar 1258 (18th March 1842) 
True Translation as certified to me 
EWA Drummond Hay 

Notes 


1. Mawlay “Abd al-Rahman ibn Hisham (reigned 1822-59). 
See El , s.v. (by Ph. de Cosse Brissac). 


2. Al-Jdmi' al-Sahfh, the standard collection of had ths, by 
al-Bukhari. 


3. The Mukhtasar, "Abridgement," a standard legal work 
by Khalil ibn Ishaq. 


4. Majusf, "Magian." Originally used of the Zoroastrians, 
later also of the Vikings and other pagans. 


5. Furgqan = Qur'an. 
6. 'Ulama'. 


5. Report on Slavery from the Persian Gulf (1842) 


To 
Lieutenant Colonel Robertson 
Off[iciatin]g Resident, Persian Gulf 
Harrack 8th July 1842 

Sir, 


Agreeably to your wishes, that | should frame full answers, 
to the Questions on the subject of Slaves, conveyed in 
Colonel Sheil's letter dated June 30, | beg now to offer the 
result of my endeavours in collecting the required 
information. 


Before entering respectively into the answers to each [of 
the] questions, It maybe as well to premise, 


Ist That Slaves imported into the South of Persia, are of 
two kinds, Seedee or African, from the Coast of Zanzibar, 
principally the territory of the Imaum of Muscat; and 
Hubshee or Abyssinian, from the shores of the Red Sea. 


2[d] That slaves are seldom kidnapped by the crews of 
Boats or by the slave Merchants but by Men employed for 
that purpose in the interior. A proportion are prisoners made 
in their petty war. 


3d That Muscat and Soor are the principal, if not only 
primary ports, to which all slaves, from whencesoever 
shipped, whether Zanzibar, or the Red Sea, are brought, and 
whence they are eventually carried into Turkey, Persia, 
Scinde, the Arab States, and even our own territories, the 
Western Coast of India, by boats belonging chiefly to the 
Eastern Coast of Arabia, which are not bound for any 
particular ports, but make coasting voyages selling as they 


touch. Of the above Countries, Turkey consumes by far the 
greater proportion. Bussorah and Bagdad being the largest 
Marts, of the Persian ports send vessels direct to Zanzibar, 
with the exception of Lingah-whence three or four boats are 
annually dispatched, each returning with about 70 slaves. 


The season for the Gulf Traffic in slaves is from the lst 
August to 1st December. 


In Bushire, and the other Persian ports, there are no places 
established as Markets or days fixed for the Sale of Slaves. 
But on the arrival of a Boat, the owner takes his Cargo to a 
hired dwelling, where they are either sold privately, or 
whence they are taken and publicly exposed for Sale, at one 
of the caravanceries of which there are several. Should the 
Market be overstocked, and thus the owner be unable 
expeditiously to gain his profits, they are re-shipped and 
taken either to Bussorah, Mohumra, or Bagdad at any of 
which places there is a certainty of a ready sale. 


The answers to the first and Second Questions must of 
necessity be somewhat vague, from the want of time and 
opportunity for making a reference to the Custom House 
registers of the several Ports on the Persian Coast of the Gulf. 
The statements of those, the best informed, with whom | 
have been able to communicate, agree pretty nearly, 
differing in no material points. The conclusions from them 
are as follows. Average number of African slaves sold 
annually at 


Bushire 250 
Lingar 350 
Gombroom or Bunder Abbas 300 
Congoon 150 


of Hubshees at 


Bushire 25 


Lingar 15 
Congoon 10 
Bunder Abbas 20 


Allowing an importation of 100 or 150 of the former, and 
10 of the latter, to Asseloo, and the other numerous small 
ports, would give a total of 1(H)O and 80 respectively, 
annually imported into Persia, through the Ports in the Gulf, 
but this by no means forms the whole number that find their 
way into the interior of that Country, from the South; for 
Bussora and Bagdad are the largest Marts whereby far the 
greater proportion is carried, the actual number from which 
places however | have been unable to ascertain or even to 
form a guess at. 


The large number of Pilgrims that go annually from Persia 
to Mecca and to Kerbela etc. return with slaves averaging 
rich and poor, one to each Pilgrim. 


Of African Slaves imported the number of Males bears 
somewhat a greater proportion to the females-six to five. 


Of Hubshees By far the greater number are females-two to 
one. 


Price of Africans at Zanzibar 
Boys from 7 to 10 years of age -- 7 to 15 Dollars 
---"--- 10 to 20 ----------------------- I5to30 =” 
Full grown Men_ -------------------- 17to20 " 


The females are somewhat more valued than the Males. A 
good stout lass will sell for 35 dollars. The profit on the 
above at Muscat is 20 per cent and at Bussorah and Bushire 
never less than 50 per cent. 


The Hubshee females are much prized for their beauty 
and Symmetry of figure. Their value [is] from 300 to 1000 
koronies or indeed to any amount. The Males also are much 
valued-their price from 200 to 600 and upwards. 


After 20 the slaves of both sexes whether Hubshee or 
Africans deteriorate much in value, from their being at that 
mature age less tractable, and taking less kindly to the 
language religion, and customs of their Masters. 


The treatment of the slaves is at no time either severe or 
cruel, but they are most compelled to rough it during the 
sea voyage when they are very scantily clothed and 
supplied with but sufficient food, and that coarse, to keep 
them alive. From the moment of purchase at their eventual 
destination however their condition is materially changed 
for the better, (the purchasers in general feeding and 
treating them almost as kindly as the Members of their own 
families, they in return work hard, willingly and well & 
appear to be happy and contented) unless indeed they 
become the property of other slave Merchants from the 
Interior when the condition remains much the same. In 
travelling from one place to another, they are supplied with 
Mules. In the boats they are not bound or manacled. 


The Men are employed in all hard and out door work, the 
women in cooking, bringing water etc. and but very rarely as 
concubines except by the poorer and lower classes. 


Children horn in bondage are free but are nevertheless 
provided for by the owners of their parents and with them 
entitled to the same rights and privileges. 


The Hubshee Slaves of both sexes are at all times much 
cared for well clothed and well fed. The Males are early sent 
to school and having learnt to read and write are employed 


in the performance of house duties as Peish khidmuts etc. 
etc. and very frequently if intelligent in the most trustworthy 
situations as supercargos of ships. stewards and 
superintendents. 


The Females are most generally retained as concubines or 
employed in the lightest duties as attendants in Harems, 
bringing Kaleeons etc. The intelligence and honesty of 
Hubshee slaves are almost proverbial. The children by these 
concubines are heirs equally to the Estate of the Father with 
their legitimate offspring. 


Nubian and Hubshee Eunuchs are very high priced and 
only to be seen in the service of the King, Nobles and very 
rich Merchants. 


In forwarding the above account | trust it may not be 
considered an act of Su- perogation my giving the 
accompanying short statement of the policy that has been 
hitherto pursued, and a summary of those portions of the 
Several treaties that have been entered into with the Imaum 
of Muscat and the Principal Arab Tribes with regard to the 
traffic in slaves, as a knowledge of our Political powers by 
treaty in this Quarter may tend to elucidate the subject and 
facilitate the attainment of so great an end as the 
suppression of a traffic, so contrary to the best feelings of 
humanity. 


A treaty was first entered into with the Imaum of Muscat in 
1822, by which a Right of Search was granted to British 
Cruizers for all vessels belonging to the subjects of His 
Highness, suspected of having slaves on board, intended for 
sale rendering the same liable to confiscation on conviction, 
if found eastward of a line drawn from Cape Delgade passing 
60 miles to Seaward of the island of Socotra, and ending at 


Deer Head unless they should happen to have been driven 
beyond the line specified by stress of weather. 


In December 1839 three articles were framed in 
Supercession to the above, and agreed to by the Imam. By 
the two first of which all vessels belonging to his subjects 
are liable to search and seizure etc. if found Eastward of a 
line drawn from Cape Delgade passing 2 degrees Seaward of 
Socotra to Pusseenor on the Mekran Coast, with a 
reservation that the vessels have not been driven beyond 
the line by stress of weather or other case of necessity. The 
3rd Article provided that the sale of any individual of the 
Soomonlee tribe (inhabiting the country opposite to Aden 
and bordering on Abyssinia) who are considered Hoor or 
Free, shall be considered as Piracy, and that those who may 
be convicted in such an act, shall be treated as pirates. In 
the same year these said three articles formed the treaty 
which was entered into with all the Shaiks except those of 
Bahrein and Koweit. This treaty greatly extended our right of 
search etc. and prohibits the importation of slaves under any 
circumstances into Scinde, Cutch etc. 


In 1820 a treaty was entered into with all the chiefs on the 
Arabian Coast, except the Imam of Muscat and the sheikh of 
Koweit, an article of which prohibits the carrying off of slaves 
and renders any vessels having such on board liable to be 
treated as pirates. 


In 1838 an agreement was entered into with all the chiefs 
on the Arabian Coast with the exception of the Shaiks of 
Koweit and Bahrein, which authorizes the Government 
Cruizers to detain and search any vessels belonging to those 
chiefs, or their subjects, suspected of having any individuals 
whom the crews may have kidnapped, on board, and 
renders them liable to be confiscated on conviction. 
Whatever may have been the intention in framing these two 


Articles (the latter being merely a modification of the former 
at the expiration of nearly 20 years) certain it is that not a 
single seizure has been made for their meaning has not 
hitherto been held to preclude those (parties to them) from 
purchasing slaves from others although they may have been 
Kidnapped and carrying them on board their vessels with 
the intention of selling them. 


| have the honor to be etc. 
/Sig. of A. B. Kemball 
Asst. Resident, Persian Gulf 


6. Letter from the Sultan to the Vizier Mehmed Nejib Pasha, 
Governor of Baghdad (9 Safar 1263 A.H./January 27, 1847) 


Whereas special agreements were made between the 
British government and certain rulers on the African 
continent, to prevent the transportation of black slaves from 
the said African continent to America and other places, it 
has been observed that certain merchant ships are still 
approaching the African coasts, stealing slaves, and 
transporting them elsewhere. Since, for this reason, it has 
not been possible to enforce the provisions of these 
agreements, the British government has requested that we 
help them in this and initiate the appropriate measures. 


The treatment accorded to slaves who are stolen and 
transported to those parts is harsh and bereft of humanity 
and mercy, to a degree not comparable with the treatment 
of slaves coming to these parts. Since, for this reason it is in 
accordance with justice and compassion to prohibit the 
Slave trade, henceforth it is totally prohibited for merchant 
ships flying the flag of my state to engage in this traffic of 
Slaves. If any of them violate this prohibition, then with 


God's help they will be seized by our warships to be sent to 
those waters or by British warships cruising in those parts. 
The ships will be surrendered to the officers in our ports on 
the Gulf of Basra, and their captains will be arrested and 
punished. 


7. Draft of a Letter from the Grand Vizier Mustafa Reshid 
Pasha to the Governor of Tripoli (Libya) (21 Muharrem 1266 
A.H./ November 28, 1849) 


The Sultan has received, with sorrow, the shocking and 
evil news that a caravan which set out from Bornu in June 
with a great number of black slaves, bound for Fezzan, ran 
out of water on the way, so that 1,600 blacks perished. 


It is a well-known fact, which there is no need to state, 
and which was indeed sent in writing to your province in the 
time of your predecessor as governor, Raghib Pasha, that 
while our Holy Law permits slavery, it requires that slaves he 
treated with fatherly care; those who act in a contrary 
manner will he condemned by God. 


Those people whose practice it is to bring such slaves 
from inside Africa and make commerce with them, if they 
wish to bring thousands of God's creatures from such far 
places and bring them through such vast deserts, then it is 
their human duty to procure the necessary food and drink 
for the journey, and ensure that these unfortunates suffer as 
little as possible on the way. When these people in no way 
accept this duty, and cause the death of so many human 
beings in misery and suffering, they are behaving in a way 
that is not compatible with humanity. 


The Sultan can neither condone nor forgive such cruel 
conduct, and such inhumane behavior is categorically and 


emphatically forbidden. It will be announced and clearly 
conveyed to them personally, that if the people engaged in 
this trade in these regions treat their slaves in a manner 
contrary to humanity and justice, and if slaves thus perish 
on the way from thirst and hunger, they will be subjected to 
various severe punishments. Since it is an obligation of the 
official duties of a holder of authority to give no scope to 
such cruel persons and actions, you will be held responsible 
and reprimanded for the slightest negligence on your part. 
You will therefore henceforth give this matter your close and 
personal attention, so that slavedealers known to have 
acted in this cruel way and notorious in this regard will be 
brought before the courts and subjected to condign and 
exemplary punishment. This is required by the Sultan's 
exalted command. 


8. Letters from Benghazi Concerning the Traffic in Slaves 
(1875) 


Bengazi 31 December 1875 
His Excellency 
the Right Honorable Sir Henry Elliot ACB 


| have the honor to acknowledge receipt of your 
Excellency's Dispatch No. 5 of the 11th October last with 
Inclosure. 


| inclose herewith a copy of a report | have made to the 
Secretary of State by his request, on the Slave Trade at Ozla 
and Jalo from which Your Excellency will gather how far the 
reports of Moustapha Pasha to the Sublime Porte are in 
accordance with the truth. 


His Excellency cannot plead ignorance of the real state of 
affairs as the Kaimacam of Jalo (whom | know very well) has 
reported to him the extent to which the trade in slaves is 
being carried on, and when | was in Jalo in November last 
the Kaimacan [sic] informed me of the purport of a Dispatch 
which he had then addressed to His Excellency on this very 
subject and which | myself forwarded to him through Mr. 
Drummond Hay. 


| would not accuse His’ Excellency of Wilful 
misrepresentation but his Dispatch to the Minister of Foreign 
Affairs must have been written under a very great 
misapprehension or without having taken any pains to 
ascertain the truth. When | was at Jalo the Kaimacam and 
myself verified the arrival of 118 slaves by a caravan which 
had arrived at Jalo the day before me and | handed the 
names of the forty three owners of the slaves to the 
Mutasariff of Bengazi on my return. The caravan arrived here 
some time ago but | only succeeded in liberating three of 
the one hundred and eighteen slaves and that after such 
opposition that | have been obliged to abandon all hope of 
liberating any others. 


With reference to Hadi Harried Mehduai. | can only state 
that he was caught by my own cavass' in the very act of 
shipping five slaves for the Levant and the then Governor 
imprisoned his two servants for four months; and during the 
time they were in prison Hamed Mehduai paid them a dollar 
a day each and they were only liberated after he had paid 
the usual hush money to the Pasha. 


| have the honor to be, with great respect, Your 
Excellency's most obedient humble servant, 


P. Henderson 


PS. | would request that the name of the Kaimacam of Jalo 
should not be mentioned as the person from whom | derived 
my information as | fear, were it known, it might he 
prejudicial to him. P.H. 


Copy 
No. 3 


Slave Trade 

Bengazi 24 December 1875 

The Right Honorable the Earl of Derby 
My Lord 


With reference to Mr. Lister's No. 1 Slave Trade of the 31st 
of August last | have the honor to report to your Lordship 
that, availing myself of the sanction contained therein to 
visit the slave entrepot in Jalo | accomplished this journey 
last month Mr. Kirri having acted for me during my absence. 


At the last moment many obstacles were put in the way to 
prevent my making the journey and the Governor much to 
my surprise and disappointment declined to accompany me, 
as he had volunteered to do alleging the road to be too 
dangerous, the season to be unfavorable and various other 
excuses too frivolous to be worth a moments consideration, 
but promising if | would postpone my journey for a month or 
two to accompany me without fail. 


| determined to go without him as a favorable opportunity 
presented itself for enabling me to meet a large caravan 
which had arrived at Koffra from Wadai and which was 
expected to arrive at Jalo about the same time as | had 
calculated | would arrive at that place myself and it was to 


prevent my attaining this object that so many difficulties 
were placed in my way. When the Pasha found that his 
refusal to accompany me in no way changed my 
determination he formally protested against my going, 
refused to give me the usual escort and hinted at detaining 
me by force. | however provided my own escort and left 
Bengazi on the 28th of October. After my departure the 
Pasha thinking better of his refusal sent an escort after me, 
and although it increased the expense of my journey 
considerably was very useful to me. 


| was most desirous to inspect this caravan from Wadai in 
order to see and judge for myself if the various accounts 
which had reached me, of the deplorable condition of the 
negroes on their arrival and the excessive cruelty of their 
masters were exaggerated or not. The Slave dealers at Jalo 
considered my presence there as a most unwarrantable 
intrusion on a locality sacred to slavery and previous to my 
arrival had held a meeting at which it was resolved that | 
should not be permitted to enter the oasis at all. On my 
arrival however their resolution quite failed them and after 
reading my firman to the principal sheiks all opposition 
ceased and they received me hospitably and placed every 
facility at my disposal for visiting the different villages in the 
Oasis. 


The caravan had arrived five days before me and | was 
unable therefore to verify by personal observation the exact 
number of slaves it brought but | saw and learnt quite 
enough to convince me of the magnitude and atrocity of the 
Slave trade at this place. 


| was informed that two hundred and fifty two slaves had 
arrived with this caravan but | can only assert that it brought 
one hundred and eighteen as | was enabled to verify this 
latter number myself. 


| quite believe that the former number is in no way 
magnified but owing to the shortness of the time at my 
disposal and the unwillingness of the people to give me any 
information on this subject | could not verify their number. 1 
therefore confine myself to the smaller number as | am 
adverse to making a statement of this kind unless | am 
satisfied of its accuracy. 


Two hours before entering the oasis we met four slaves in 
charge of an Arab on their way to Ozla and as we entered 
the palm groves we met another Arab leading a female slave 
by a rope tied around her waist. These slaves had arrived by 
the caravan. A little further on some ten or twelve were 
crouching round a well. | went up and examined them; they 
had also arrived on the caravan and could not speak a word 
of Arabic. They were emaciated to mere skeletons, their long 
thin legs and arms and the apparently unnatural size and 
prominence of their knees and elbows and hands and feet 
giving them a most repulsive and shocking appearance and 
| have never seen in all my life a more disgusting spectacle 
than they presented. | have seen the slaves in Cuba and in 
Brazil but their very value in those countries ensures their 
being well fed and well treated. 


The poor creatures who are brought to Jalo from the 
interior do not fetch more than Ten or Twelve Pounds and if 
one out of every three reaches Jalo alive the owner still 
realizes a profit which amply repays him for all his risks as 
the cost of a slave in Wadai is from three pieces of calico 
upwards. 


Twenty three degrees these miserable beings traverse on 
foot, naked, under a burning sun with a cup of water and a 
handful of maize every twelve hours for their support. For 
fourteen days between Tukkru and Jahuda not a drop of 
water is found and the caravan pursues its weary journey 


depending for its very existence on the gerbas which have 
been filled up at the wells of Tukkru. Thirst and hunger in 
vain lessen the numbers of the exhausted negroes. in vain 
they drop down way worn and fainting on the dreary journey 
to die a frightful death in the desert. The market at Jalo must 
be supplied and supplied it is but at what a cost of human 
life. 


The journey from Morah, the capital of Wadai, to Jalo is 
one of unparalleled hardship and fatigue and cannot be 
accomplished under three months, two being consumed in 
actual travel. In Koffra the distance is about fifty days 
journey. 


The distance in days journey between the intermediate 
resting places on the route are, as described to me by the 
courier, as follows 


Days journey 
From Morah, the capital of Wadai, to Arada 5 
Arada to Kashmar 
Kashmar to Umashaluba 
Umashaluba to Swalla 
Swalla to Millumdam 
Millumdam to Wayta 
Wayta to Arraggia 
Arraggia to Bedale 
Bedale to Hayjanco 
Hayjanco to Tukkru 
Tukkru to Jahuda 
Jahuda to Gebabo 
Gebabo to Sbatea 
Sbatea to Koffra 


—_ 
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and from Koffra to Jalo is 8 days journey without water over a 
trackless desert. The caravans during this part of the journey 
are obliged to travel day and night, the guide alone 


receiving from sixty to one hundred dollars for the single 
journey. 


Jalo is the most important oasis in this group. Its 
population cannot number less than eight thousand. The 
inhabitants are a fanatical and intollerant [sic] sect of Berber 
origin retaining to this day in language and appearance it 
marked distinction from the surrounding Bedouin tribes. 


The oasis being the starting point and terminus of the 
numerous caravans to and from Wadai and Bornoo, is the 
centre of a large and valuable trade and the inhabitants are 
all well to do and many of them very wealthy. Last year a 
Maltese trader joined an Arab in a speculation to Wadai. 
They sent goods to the value of Two thousand Pounds and 
after fourteen months they realized Eighteen thousand 
Pounds by the sale of the ostrich feathers and ivory for 
which they bartered their goods. 


During the past four months six large caravans have left 
for Wadai and as the route becomes better known its 
difficulties will be more easily overcome and a corresponding 
development of this lucrative trade will doubtless take 
place. The trade is in the hands of the Arabs and its ever 
increasing proportions will certainly cause a relative 
increase in the traffic in slaves. If one or two good examples 
were made and the whole of the slaves seized at Jalo on the 
arrival of the caravan the Arabs would find out to their cost 
that it neither paid nor was safe to bring them and that 
ostrich feathers and ivory neither died during the journey 
nor necessitated an additional provision of water and maize 
and that in the end they yielded a much more certain profit 
than negroes. 


The caravans usually remain at Jalo for a month or two in 
order that the Arabs and Slaves may recover from the effects 


of their long journey. During the interval the slaves improve 
in condition, they are taught a few sentences of Arabic and 
receive an outfit of a Ma'raka or white cotton skullcap and a 
long blue cotton sourieh or shirt with long sleeves. Many are 
bought by the brothers at Jalo who send them on to Bengazi 
in lots of eight or ten at a time and thus are sent on to Egypt 
via Siwah. The greater number at present are brought here 
as the Egyptian Government act more energetically and has 
greater means at its disposal for checking the traffic than 
the Governor of such a remote Turkish province as that of 
Bengazi. 


| was fortunate enough to procure the names of the 
owners of the one hundred and eighteen slaves already 
mentioned as having arrived from Wadai and immediately 
on my return to Bengazi | handed the list of Forty three 
names to the governor who promised to take steps to 
capture them on their arrival here. Many have been 
smuggled into the town during the last fortnight but only 
three have as yet been captured and liberated. The difficulty 
when many are captured and liberated at [the] same time is 
what to do with them. 


It is impossible to turn the poor creatures out in the 
Streets to be again kidnapped and sold and | have hitherto 
maintained them at my own cost till | could find 
employment for them. 


The Turks as a rule treat them well; they are well clothed 
and well-fed and if torn from their own country they are at 
least removed from its idolatries and ignorance, as the first 
care of a Moslim (who in this respect is infinitely superior to 
his more highly educated and polished fellow of the Western 
Hemisphere) is to teach them a religion which assures them 
that there is a God and that men of all colours are alike his 
children and equal in his eyes. When | say this | do not mean 


that it in any way mitigates the horrors of the Slave trade or 
lessens the privations to which the slaves are exposed 
before reaching this comparative state of happiness. The 
Arabs on the other hand treat their slaves badly and no 
matter what obligations they may enter into to pay liberated 
slaves wages they take the first opportunity to sell them. 


| have had several long conferences with the Pasha since 
my return and we have agreed that the only way to check 
this traffic is to station a small military force which need not 
consist of more than one hundred men at Jalo; this would 
only be a temporary measure until the great changes which 
are taking place in the interior become accomplished facts 
and until a neighbouring potentate is in a position to check 
the traffic at its very fountain head. 


The Pasha informed me, verbally however, that he has 
proposed this measure to his own Government and 
expressed to me his belief that the Porte would at once 
assent to the proposal were it seconded and supported by 
Her Majesty's Ambassador at C[onstantino]ple. 


Sir HLenr]ly Elliot is much more competent than | am to 
form an opinion as to the expediency of recommending this 
course, at present, and | only repeat the suggestion as it was 
put into my mouth. 


| would mention to your Lordship a circumstance which 
may probably be of some interest taken in connection with 
the slave trade. 


For some time past large quantities of gunpowder have 
been brought to Bengazi and there has been much 
speculation here as to its destination. | found out at Jalo that 
this gunpowder is being regularly and expeditiously 


conveyed to Wadai and the natives made no secret of the 
purpose for which it was intended. 


This purpose is one with which we can have no sympathy 
and it is remarkable that the local authorities here are 
tolerating the introduction of this powder notwithstanding 
the severe prohibitory laws and its being contraband by 
treaty. 


If | have been unable to altogether stop the traffic in 
Slaves at Bengazi, | have at least succeeded in wresting the 
trade to the Levant out of the hands of the Arabs and this of 
itself is a step in the right direction because as | have before 
said the Turks treat their slaves far more humanely than the 
Arabs and although the trade is still carried on by the Turks 
it is not accompanied with the same cruelty nor | am glad to 
say to the same extent as formerly. 


| have put the local Gov' in possession of the names of the 
Slavedealers, of the positions of the slave depots and in 
short of the whole particulars and organization of this trade 
to its minutest detail. | have now accomplished my by no 
means agreeable task and | venture to hope that my 
unremitting efforts may meet with Y.L. approval | have etc. 


signed P. Henderson 
Note 


1. An Ottoman term for an armed guard who escorted 
consular officials and other dignitaries. 


9. Instructions Concerning the Trade in Slaves (1936) 


Part | 


ARTICLE | 


Inasmuch as the provisions of the noble Shari'a preclude the 
enslavement or purchase of the subjects of countries in 
treaty relationships,’ it is accordingly absolutely forbidden 


1. to import slaves from any country to the Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia by sea 


2. to import slaves to the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia by land, 
unless the slavedealer has a government document 
attesting that the person imported was recognized as a 
Slave in the country from which he was imported at the 
time when this statute was promulgated 


3. to enslave free persons in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 


4. to purchase or own any person imported or enslaved, ina 
manner in violation of the foregoing provisions, after the 
promulgation of this statute. 


Any violation of the foregoing provisions shall require the 
punishment of the perpetrator, as follows: 


1. the liberation and release of the slave 


2. the application of the current customs regulations to the 
Smugglers 


3. severe imprisonment for a term not exceeding one year. 
Part II 
ARTICLE 11 


The rights of the slave against his owner or possessor2 are 
that he (1) feed, clothe, and lodge him; (2) treat him 


decently and employ him compassionately and without 
cruelty; (3) care for him in sickness and pay the cost of his 
treatment; (4) in general he has the same rights as the 
man's family and household, as is laid down in the laws of 
the noble Shari'a. 


ARTICLE III 


If any slave complains of ill-treatment by his owner or 
possessor, both parties shall be summoned to appear before 
the competent authority. If the validity of the complaint is 
proven, on the first occasion the authority shall give the 
owner or possessor a warning and allow him a period of 
grace not exceeding two months, to reconsider the situation 
of the complainant. If it is proven on a second occasion that 
the causes of the complaint are still present, the authority 
Shall order the owner or possessor to remove the 
complainant from his ownership or possession, by sale or 
otherwise. If the owner or possessor fails to present the 
complainant to the authority within the period which it has 
specified, he shall be punished the first time with a fine not 
exceeding one pound. If he persists in this refusal, his fine 
Shall be doubled; and he may be sentenced to a term of 
imprisonment for a period not exceeding one week. 


ARTICLE IV 


Any slave who can prove that he was born free, or that he 
was enslaved in a manner contrary to Shari'a, during the 
period that has passed since the establishment of His 
Majesty's government in the year 1344 [= 1925],3 has the 
right to claim his manumission. The competent authority 
must agree to examine the case and pronounce a just 
judgment. 


ARTICLE V 


While respecting any rights reserved by the owner or 
possessor in a manner recognized by the Shari'a and 
recorded in writing at the time of the marriage, the owner or 
possessor may not separate two slaves between whom a 
marriage has been contracted in accordance with the 
Shari'a, except as provided in the Shari'a. 


ARTICLE VI 


An owner or possessor may not part children from their 
mother before they come of age. 


ARTICLE VII 


A slave may request a contract to purchase his freedom from 
his owner or possessor, who must respond to this request. If 
there is a disagreement between the owner or possessor and 
the slave as to the amount, then the fixing of the amount 
and the dates of payment shall be settled with the 
knowledge of the competent authority. The existence of 
such a contract shall not be deemed to annul the application 
of the rules in Article Ill above. 


ARTICLE VIII 


Any slave born outside the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia shall, in 
the event of his manumission in accordance with the terms 
of this statute or in any other way recognized by Shari'a, 
have the right to choose his place of domicile. 


ARTICLE IX 


All existing slaves shall be registered in a special register to 
be kept by the competent authority; and every slave shall 
be given an identity document containing his description 
and, for males, a photograph. Identity documents shall be 
prepared in three copies, one to be kept by the competent 


authority, one for the owner or possessor, and one for the 
slave. The document shall record all transactions relating to 
the slave. The owner or possessor must complete the 
registration procedures within one year from_ the 
promulgation of this statute. 


ARTICLE X 


Any slave whose owner has not registered him as set forth in 
the foregoing article, may request the competent authority 
to give him a certificate of freedom. 


ARTICLE XI 


When slaves change hands, they must be submitted to a 
doctor of the public health department, for a certificate on 
their state of health. 


ARTICLE XII 


A slave may not be employed as an agent or broker without 
written authorization issued by the competent authority. 


ARTICLE XIII 


A special official shall be appointed for slave affairs. He shall 
be called the Inspector of Slave Affairs, and he shall have a 
deputy who shall be mobile as required. 


ARTICLE XIV 


The local competent authorities shall present a half-yearly 
report on the enforcement of this statute, containing a 
Summary of transactions that have occurred. The halfyearly 
reports shall be submitted, with the observations of the 
Inspector of Slaves, to the Minister of the Interior, during the 


two months following the end of the six-month period 
covered in the report. 


ARTICLE XV 


The competent authorities mentioned in this statute shall be 
the Ministry of Internal Affairs in the capital and the 
governors' offices elsewhere. For the inspection of cases in 
accordance with the provisions of this statute, the 
competent authority shall form a body composed of its own 
representative, a representative of the police administration, 
and a member of the administrative council to examine the 
case and adjudicate. 


ARTICLE XVI 


This statute shall enter into effect from the date of its 
promulgation. 


Notes 


1. On the significance of this term, see El', s.vv. "Dar al- 
‘Ahd" (by Halil Inalcik) and "Dar al-Sulh" (by D. B. 
MacDonald and A. Abel). 


2. Literally. one who disposes of him." Islamic law, like 
Roman law, distinguishes between absolute ownership and 
possession with the right of use. 


3. In 1925, 'Abd al-'Aziz Inn Saud was proclaimed king of 
Najd, Hijaz, and their dependencies. In 1932 the name of 
the kingdom was changed to Saudi Arabia. 


4. On the contract to purchase freedom, see above, p. 8. 
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“This book will foster Bernard Lewis's reputation as the doyen of Mid- 
die Eastern studies.” The New York Times Book Review 


MMurminating the legacy of slavery in the region where it lasted longest, 
from the days of warrior slaves and palace cunuchs and concubines to 
the final drive for abolition, Bernard Lewis examines the romantic myth 
of the Middle East asa racial utopia. With twenty four rare and intriguing 
full-color illustrations, this fascinating study describes the Middle Eant’s 
culture of slavery and the evolution of racial prejudice. Lewis shows that 
while Istam clearly teaches non-liscrimination, prejudice often won out 
over pious sentiments, and he explores in detail how Afncans were 
treated, depicted, and thought of from late antiquity to the twentieth 
century. 


“A matchless guide to the background of Middle East conflict today.” 


Commentary 
“Pioneering work” Magill’s Literary Annual 
“Highly readable.” The New York Review of Hooks 


"Mr. Lewis's knowledge of Islamic history, literature, and jurisprudence 
ts so detailed, expansive, and profoundly integrated that it is enough for 
him to merely refer to a period or an instance to be able to envision the 
entire context.” The Washington Tomes 


Bernard Lewis is Cleveland £. Dodge Professor of Near Bastern Studies 
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Language of Islam. 


Cower thectrateen The chew ements om Lalved > 
Viewer, ty fd Widest, om Al ifavie( Maybeume 

Nxt of ths Wabirweteryrar Scams Purr 

Coen dagen by Jewe Wows 

Oxford Paperbacks 9 r\ 


Oxford University Press 
US, $14.95 ISBN 0-19-50532b-5 


